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Abstract
Beginning in the late 1990s, Ireland witnessed a significant growth in the number of
immigrants arriving in the country including people of Nigerian origin. The increased
presence of Nigerians in Ireland is part of an ongoing process of international migration
from Nigeria that started in the colonial and early postcolonial periods. By demonstrating
a strong familial characteristic, this current migration trend in Ireland contrasts with
previous patterns of predominantly male or single persons migration from Nigeria.
Responding to this development, 'Framing the Nigerian Transnational Family: New
Formations in Ireland' utilises ethnography, social and cultural theory and art practice to
interrogate the subject of Nigerian transnational family life in Ireland, starting from the
material terrain of the migrant domestic archive as a repository of cultural and familial
memory.
This thesis is composed of four chapters in addition to an introduction, conclusion and art
installation. Chapter one engages with the relationship between personal memory and
family photographs to question how the domestic archive's intimate connection to
memory can enable ethnographic fieldwork and analysis while also articulating the
deployment of affect in this study. Chapter two marks an ethnographic departure into the
sites of Nigerian transnational communality, foregrounding the work of Nwannedinamba,
an Igbo community organization. Chapter three focuses on the lives of four settled
Nigerian families situated in the wider context of mainstream Irish society, two of whom
arrived in Ireland as asylum seekers and two as health workers on work visas. Chapter
four explores familial formations and transformations in the regimented and regulated
spaces of Direct Provision. It is in response to the marginal social contexts of this inquiry
that the family photographic image, through which much of the narratives in this study
are acquired and· around which the subsequent analysis revolves, is subjected to an
ethnographically strategic, artistically conceptual and consensual reconstruction and
defacement. The art installation draws from and is shaped by the lived experiences and
material conditions revealed by this study.
The textual and visual representations in this inquiry offer a critIque on notions of
citizenship and belonging, transnationalism· and transition, social class, gender, and
everyday life in Nigerian migrant family formations in Ireland. These provide a tangible
and materialised manifestation of a change in traditional Nigerian family structures, allied
10 the ongoing consequences of Nigerian modernity and the contingencies of
transnational migration.
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Introduction

The late 1990s in Ireland witnessed a significant growth in the number of migrants of
Nigerian origin, a trend which reached its statistical peak in 2000, the year in which I, a
young painter who had been pursuing my career in Nigeria and was quite unaware of
these developments, arrived in Ireland to take part in an artist's residency programme. I
was visibly surprised when I saw people of sub-Saharan African descent on O'Connell
Street in Dublin (which was my first stop after the airport), particularly when I excitedly
approached a gentleman of African background and he identified himself as a Nigerian.
From him I learnt there were a number of Nigerians in Dublin and other parts of Ireland.
A few days later, on Parnell Streee I met a Nigerian legal consultant who worked
primarily in the area of migration. What he told me gave me my first intimation of a
strategic and sustained migration of Nigerians from various parts of the world into
Ireland.

While this discovery was interesting, I came to realise something else which was even
more striking. During the two years I lived in Dundalk2 I stood out because, as a single
Nigerian without spouse or child, I was one of a very small minority; the other Nigerians
who had settled in the area were either single mothers or married couples with very
young children. I saw men being reunited with their wives and starting families, and also
reunions between previously separated members of families. This elicited a sense that
Nigerian migration in Ireland possessed a domestic and familial characteristic that did not
accord with the established stereotype of the young single male migrant that my own
migration reifies.
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,
The centrality of familial migratory formations in Ireland was strongly emphasised in
group discussions among migrant support groups where I served as a volunteer, in
conversations with members of the Nigerian community in Ireland and during a session
with a focus group I formed during the initial stages of this study in order to articulate
collectively the key aspects of this migratory development 3 Images of pregnant Nigerian
women, or of mothers pushing their children in prams, were visible on the streets and in
the shopping centres in towns and cities across Ireland. The images produced a negative
reaction from the Irish public and in February 2003 the Irish State tightened immigration
controls by suspending the residency rights of 'non-national' parents of children who
were Irish citizens by virtue of their Irish birth 4 This was followed by the 2004
referendum on citizenship, which removed the previously automatic right to citizenship
of children born to 'non-national' parents living in Ireland (O'Connell and Smith 2004;
Lentin and McVeigh 2006)5 Such state intervention underlines the connection between
familial rights of birth and the dynamics of gender and citizenship in the context of
Nigerian migration to Ireland. It is these structural relationships and visible developments
that situated the Nigerian family as the focus of my study, setting the stage for an
interrogation of how this paradigm of the Nigerian familial transnational subject is
operationalised at the level of everyday life in Ireland. Also important are the emergent
politics and dynamics across discourses of citizenship, gender, social class, cultural
identity, social integration, social mobility and transnationalism, and the exploration of
approaches to their representation grounded in my subject position as an artist and visual
practitioner.
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I use the term transnationalism6 here because of its implicit relationship to mobility,
duality and ongoing change (Vertovec 1999, 2003; Castles 2003; Castles and Miller
2003). For scholars such as Grillo et al. (2000), discussing Moroccan and Senegalese
migrants in Italy, it defines a condition of being 'here and there'. The dynamism of this
concept, in its encompassing of location, cultural and economic practices, manifests for
example in the ways in which transnational subjects develop sociopolitical allegiance to
multiple states, engage with less familiar cultures and develop multiple conceptions of
home. Nigerian families in Ireland are also part of this transnational trend. Does their
encounter with Irish society, culture, polity and economy pose conditions for the
emergence of particular familial transnational practices? How can this be articulated?

Current debates surrounding migrant and transnational communities have often focused
on the global rather than on the intimate spheres of the domestic setting. Evident in these
debates are discussions of the economic, political, social and cultural impact on sending
and receiving societies (Vertovec 1999, 2003; Castles and Miller 2003). Specific aspects
of interest include the effect of remittances on development (Nyberg-Sorenson et al.
2003; Massey 2003; Lucas 2004; Katseli 2004), issues of integration and civic
participation, religion (the Islamisation of Europe for instance), national security
(particularly since 911 I) and demands on host country social services. For example, it is
argued that 'social transformations develop out of both individual and collective shortterm actions within immediate environments, accumulating in often unexpected ways to
constitute change in society' (Smelser 1998, cited in Vertovec 2003: 7).
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While this proposition acknowledges the individual and collective encounters that
precipitate social change, the privileging of 'society' when considering the manifestation
of such change renders the domestic sphere or the individual as mere sub-categories
whose actions feed the changing formations in societies. Similarly, Portes (200 I), writing
on the debates and significance of migrant transnationalism, describes the personal
consequences and impact of transnationalism on transnational subjects, but focuses on
how these personal impacts aggregate to transform the towns and countries of which the
transnational subjects are a part, again privileging the global over the local and domestic.
While these are valid discourses of transnationalism as an agent of social change, the
formations and transformations of transnational subjects - intimately occurring in newly
acquired domestic sites - have been the focus of gender theorists who have looked at the
relations of power and the politics of gender contingent on migration and
transnational ism (Buijs 1993; Anderson and Phizacklea 1997; Davies, 1997; Matsouka
and Sorenson 1999; Anthias and Lazaridis 2000). This study thus problematises the
Nigerian familial domestic sphere in Ireland, interrogating it for transformations
occasioned by the broader discourse and practice of transnationalism.

Ireland's emergence as a migratory destination during the past decade has resulted in
wide-ranging academic debate and discussion. Studies have included the early mapping
of African migration in Ireland (Mutwarasibo 2002) and the' exploration of the history
and lives of refugees and asylum seekers (Cullen 2000), as well as the emergence of
racial diversity and racism as factors in contemporary Ireland which, prior to recent inmigration, was predominantly racially homogenous (Lentin and McVeigh 2002; Fanning
2002). Other studies consider the institutional frameworks under which the changes in
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Ireland are taking place, critiquing state intervention

in

combating racIsm as well as

related issues of citizenship, gender, and social exclusion and marginalisation (Lentin and
McVeigh 2006; Fanning 2007); in addition to the dynamics of class and gender (Iroh
2006), cultural identity (White 2001; Ugba 2003,2006,2008), migrant urban geography
in Ireland (Kelly 2005) and transnational media discourses (Titley, 2008a; 2008b). The
issue of organised migrant community mobilisation and its policy implications have
further received critical attention (Feldman et aI. 2005; Feldman 2006), including an
ethnographically informed account of Igbo ethnic mobilisation in Ireland (Iroh 2008).
While most studies relating to the new phenomenon of inward migration to Ireland focus
on the dynamics of race, racism and gender, the everyday life contexts in which such
issues are played out have received little or no attention. My research, in addition to
drawing the focus of the migration discourse towards the domestic spaces where lived
experiences of migration are enacted, gives ethnographic flesh to the social theories of
migration into Ireland.

Academic studies of migrant subjects in Ireland have in some cases homogenised them as
a group, creating categories - 'Africans', for example - and negating the different
nationalities or ethnically distinct groups whose experience of transnationalism is
conditioned by their inherently distinct points of reference. Nigeria is the largest black
population in the world, a demographic dominance that is replicated in Ireland among
people of African origin.' Nigerians also constitute Ireland's largest non-EU-national
population' Such a substantial presence offers an opportunity to explore closely the
multidimensional formations arising from the arrival of non-European communities in
Ireland and the broader European Community. Yet only a few studies have looked at

I1

Nigerian migratory formations in Europe. Fagbola (1960), for example, focuses on the
concerns facing Nigerian students in the UK and West Germany, while Ellis (1978)
emphasises the experience of West African families in 1960s Britain. Harris (2006),
discussing the postcolonial and post-migratory religious formations of the Yoruba in
London, provides a more critical ethnographic perspective. By focusing on the Nigerian
family in Ireland, this study introduces a focus that offers a nuanced and context-specific
perspective on how the dynamics of race, gender, social mobility, political status and
citizenship materialise in the lives of marginal constituencies in Ireland.

Current scholarship in the area of migration studies in Ireland has emerged mainly from
various disciplines across the social sciences, privileging both qualitative and quantitative
research methods as well as predominantly textual modes of analysis and representation.
Though audiovisual practice-based approaches to representing migrant communities in
Ireland have been conducted - Ragazzi (2005) and Grossman and 0' Brien (2007) among
others - domestic visual archives, sites of cultural performance through which migrants'
lived experiences can be articulated, have received less scholarly attention. This study
acknowledges the importance of visual culture in the context of private memory (Barthes
1981) and collective remembering and narrative (Coombes 2002, 2003; Murray et al.
2007). Through a mUltidisciplinary gaze that builds on visual, ethnographic and cultural
studies approaches, it focuses on the formations and transformations, occasioned by their
transnational ism, of the Nigerian family in Ireland. The study recognises the need to
reorientate the critical view from a broader analytical lens to the everyday and lived
cultural practices taking place at the domestic level and inscribed in material culture.
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First, however, the historical antecedents to the presence of Nigerian families in Ireland
need to be considered; it is to this topic that I will now turn.

Nigeria the Sending Nation

Nigeria has had a long ongoing history both of transnational migration and of diasporic
formations 9 involving individual nations'O within the current geographical boundaries of
the country prior to the creation of Nigeria by colonial authorities." These migrations
were characterised by clusters of entirely homogenous migrating groups. Colonial
economic and administrative agendas reconfigured the nature of internal, regional and
international migration in Nigeria," while de-colonisation led to further intra-national,
regional and international migration, cumulatively referred to as post-colonial
migration U Internal and external migration increased and the subsequent collapse and
failure of the country, the result of a succession of incompetent and corrupt
administrations together with social instability, perpetuated the culture of outbound
migration from Nigeria.

A Nigerian political scientist and transnational subject based in South Africa describes
out-migration from Nigeria as 'exit', 'a retreat, or withdrawal by disaffected members
into alternative but parallel social, cultural, economic and political systems constructed in
civil society to compete with unreliable and failing structures of the nation state'
(Osaghea 1999: 3). 'Exit' is the strategy adopted by citizens in order to operate a parallel
system of socioeconomic reproduction in response to the inability of their society's
government to protect their interests at both the local and the broader national level.
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Within the Nigerian context of 'exit', Osaghea establishes three taxonomies: those of
'political exit', 'socio-economic exit' and 'exile' (ibid.: 4). 'Exile' is used here to qualify
resistance in the form of migration to alternative geographical locations which offer
access to social reproduction, empowerment, self worth and security, together with
defence against the 'ineffectiveness of the state'; this process is fundamental to the
creation of diasporas 14 and to transnational migration. He further argues:
Exit, like voice and loyalty, is a product of the relations of and to state power that
exist amongst the various groups or categories of people in a polity (Ake 1985).
Consequently, individuals and groups who are weak, oppressed, deprived,
dominated, excluded, alienated, systematically discriminated against and unable
to influence the course of state action - in short, the marginalised - are the most
likely to withdraw into parallel systems beyond the control of the state, which
offer alternative access to social reproduction, empowerment, self worth, security,
and defence against the ineffectiveness of the state (Osaghea 2000: 5).
The failure of the country is manifest in the decay of the Nigerian polity, society and
economy. Successive military dictatorships have brought about a phenomenal rise. in
social and political instability, corruption, mismanagement, unemployment, decaying
infrastructure, poor health care, poverty, crime, youth and ethnic violence and the
systematic SUbjugation and oppression of citizens 15 This is the view of their country's
situation held by many Nigerians in Nigeria and abroad. 16 The civilian administration of
former general Olusegun Obasanjo, which took power in 1999, promised to undo the ills
of the past dictatorships, but the state of the public infrastructure, security and services
remained abysmal due to excessively high levels of corruption and indifference in
government circles, a situation that has grossly damaged the integrity of civil society. I
will argue that the contemporary currents of outward migration from Nigeria are a
function of socioeconomic as well as political failures, together with insecurity and
instability in several parts of Nigeria.
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Nigerians in Ireland: A Historical Overview

The presence of Nigerians in Ireland dates back to the 1950s and 1960s. There are
however distinctions between earlier patterns of migration and what took place between
1996 and the first decade of the twenty-first century. This later group of Nigerian
migrants included workers, students, asylum seekers and reunited spouses and children.
Asylum seekers formed the largest group, many of them arriving from Nigeria but others
from European countries where stiff immigration controls posed limitations to the
legalisation of their political status. 17 The privileges of citizenship enjoyed until 2004 by
children born in Ireland of 'non-national' parents and the rights of permanent residence
accorded to those parents, in addition to the inaccurate perception that Ireland's asylum
regulations were more lenient than those of other countries, contributed to the country's
appeal for Nigerian immigrant families.

While the Irish state saw this development as an 'abuse' of its immigration system and
responded by imposing more restrictive immigration procedures,18 Nigerian migrant
subjects considered their strategies to be driven mainly by a legitimate desire for selfpreservation. Nigerians who applied for political asylum or for leave to remain in Ireland
because their children were Irish citizens or because they were married to an EU citizen,
as well as those who applied for work permits, did so because such avenues existed as
legal structures through which their desire to establish residence in Ireland might be
fulfilled. All categories of applicants could be accepted or rejected depending on the
merits of the application. As Ireland's immigration policies become more restrictive, with
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the limitation of the rights of residence of parents of children born in Ireland, the denial
of automatic citizenship for children born in Ireland to non EU nationals (O'Connell and
Smith 2004; Lentin and McVeigh 2006), changes in the asylum policy'9 and the mass
refusal of visa applications from Nigeria/o it is arguably plausible to predict the
emergence of alternative and inventive strategies of survival that may involve further
mobility between states.

Both the state's approach and public reaction to the arri val of Nigerians in Ireland can be
considered a criminalisation of migration (Aradau, 200 I). This attitude needs to be
considered in context. After 2004, as a result of the EU's decision to open its borders to
the new accession states, Ireland experienced a migration of people, much larger and
more rapid than the Nigerian migration, from countries such as Poland and Lithuania 21
Can the scale of migration, an increase in the numbers of people exercising
acknowledged rights, render their actions' abusive' or illegitimate? Can any imaginative
strategy to which migrants resort in the interests of self-preservation in order to negotiate
legal immigration procedures constitute 'abuse'? The point here being that the line
between legitimacy and illegality is a matter of context and interpretation, raising
questions as to the effects of migrant agency, race and racism, xenophobia, class
considerations and political expediency on immigration policy and discourse.

The Nigerian presence in Ireland prior to the 1990s differed dramatically from the later
period, from the 1990s onwards, when Ireland, the so-called Celtic Tiger', 22 came to be
seen as a wealthy country, offering the prospect of jobs and reasonable incomes. I met
with a number of the people who made up the Nigerian community before the advent of
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the new economic prosperity and they consisted mainly of students and members of the
medical profession 23 Nigerians with this kind of background are still to be found, but
they no longer constitute a majority of the Nigerian population in Ireland. The Nigerian
elite and the relatively well off, secure of their position in Nigeria, show less disposition
towards permanent emigration. This small but privileged group came to Ireland for a
variety of reasons: for education, or seeking property investment opportunities, or
utilising the 'better' medical facilities in Ireland for the birth of their children (which also
offered the newborn children European citizenship) or simply as tourists.

The Nigerians currently living in Ireland fall into the following categories: migrant
workers and their families, students, asylum seekers and people with rights of residency
(either through obtaining refugee status or because their children were born in Ireland),
Nigerians married to EU spouses, and those granted leave to remain by the Minister of
Justice on humanitarian grounds. There are also people of Nigerian origin who are
undocumented and therefore not included in the existing statistics.

The exact number of Nigerians in Ireland remaInS unclear. Census figures for 2006
estimate that there are about 16,300 people of Nigerian nationality 'usually resident in
Ireland'. Gilmartin (2007) estimates that there are approximately 28,000 people of
Nigerian origin in Ireland. However, the Office of the Refugee Applications
Commissioner (ORAC) put the number of Nigerian applicants at 10,240 in 2000 alone,
not including those arrivals which are unrecorded. By the end of October 2003, a total of
about 20,590 Nigerians had applied for asylum in Ireland and about 1,200 had been
reunited with their families, while 212 were issued with work permits between 1999 and
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2003 - a meagre 0.22 per cent of the 93,810 work permits issued over the same period to
ail other non-Irish nationals. Nigerians on work permits constitute less than one per cent
of the Nigerians coming into the country. If the children born to Nigerian parents while
they were living in Ireland are counted (Nigerian adults in Ireland are mostly of childbearing age), and if students, Nigerians resident in Ireland as nationals of other EU states
and undocumented persons are included in this figure, I would argue that 35,000 would
be a conservative estimate of the number of Nigerians in Ireland in 2004. However, as of
2007, an unknown number of Nigerians have been granted Irish citizenship. Most
children born to Nigerian parents in Ireland also have Irish citizenship. This makes it
more difficult to tabulate the exact number of people in Ireland who claim Nigerian
ci tizenship.

Of interest also is the number of Nigerians who have spent (in most cases) a number of
years in other European countries before arriving in Ireland. The majority came from the
UK, Germany and the Netherlands. Some of the people I have met have spent time in
countries such as South Africa, Spain, Italy, Denmark, France, Greece, Russia and in one
case the Gambia. It is very common to meet Nigerians fluent in Dutch, German and
french and I met a couple from Russia who served as interpreters between staff in an
asylum reception centre and eastern European migrants. This crossing of borders does not
end in Ireland; there is evidence that some Nigerians, whose attempts to regularise their
political status in Ireland have failed, have opted to go to the UK, where they find it easy
to operate in longer established immigrant communities which offer work opportunities
in the 'informal' economy or the connections necessary for survival and possible
regularisation. One of my social actors identified Iceland as another destination for
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members of the Nigerian constituency who have left Ireland to explore the perceived
potential for regular residence elsewhere. Considering the remoteness of Iceland and the
likelihood that few Nigerians live there, it would seem that the possibility of regularised
residence in a state that offers economic and social security is a determining factor in
Nigerian migratory patterns. This determining factor, I would argue, operates also in
Ireland.

If the possibility of legal residence and citizenship formed the allure that drew most
Nigerians to Ireland, then it is possible to argue that the very nature of the processes
leading to such regularisation defined Nigerian migratory and transnational formations.
That is to say, since the most common route to such legalisation of residence was through
becoming the parent of an Irish-born child, a regime akin to the 'feminisation of survival'
(Sassen 1991: 504) through a strategic deployment and practice of motherhood emerged.
The 'feminisation of survival' situated the family - not only mothers and their Irish-born
children but also their spouses and other children - at the centre of Nigerian strategies of
survival.

How, then, does this paradigm of the familial transnational subject operate at the level of
the everyday? What forms does it take? What are the emergent politics and dynamics
across discourses of gender and domestic politics, social class, culture, communality,
economic mobility, social integration and transnational mobility? How can this be
interrogated and interpreted in a multidisciplinary and multidimensional context that
takes cognisance of my subject position as an artist and my attendant orientation towards
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the visualisation of representation? Taken together, these are some of the fundamental
questions that this thesis sets out to address.

In the first chapter I begin by reflecting on my background as an artist and visual
practitioner, a Nigerian migrant subject as well as a researcher, considering how the
negotiation of such personal attributes shaped the way in which this study was conceived,
as well as the interdisciplinary approaches that furthered its realisation. The chapter
discusses and articulates the processes involved in defining as well as exploring the
subject matter and ethnographic field upon which much of the narrative and analysis
depends. In accordance with anthropological notions of 'thick description' (Geertz 1973),
it argues for a localised and ethnographic methodology. Exploring this notion of 'thick
description' in The Interpretation of Culture, Geertz suggests:
It is with the kind of material produced by long term, mainly (though not

exclusively) qualitative, highly participative, and almost obsessively fine-combed
field study in confined contexts that the mega-concepts with which contemporary
social science is afflicted - legitimacy, modernization, integration, conflict,
charisma, structure, ... meaning - can be given the sort of sensible actuality that
makes it possible to think not only realistically and concretely about them, but,
what is more important, creatively and imaginatively with them (1973: 23).
Subsequently, cultural theorists such as Fabian (1983), Abu-Lughod (1991) and Coleman
and Collins (2006) further provide some of the theoretical background for deconstructing
my particular position as an insider looking at cultural formations rendered familiar by
my position as a Nigerian and a migrant subject. The chapter, therefore, engages with the
materialization of my various subject positions, elucidating the emergent intersections
and complementarity between ethnographic practice, cultural studies and visual practice
involved in a critique of the Nigerian migrant family formations or transformations in
Ireland. As Clifford argues, any reading or exegesis that lays claim to a knowledge of
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cultural reality and everyday life 'cannot occur without an intense personal participation,
and active at-homeness in a common universe' (1998: 36) - an 'at-homeness' that in tum
allows for a 'thick description'.

Chapter one further draws on Barthes's (1981) discussion of the relationship between
personal memory and family photographs to question how the domestic archive's
intimate connection to memory can enable ethnographic fieldwork in the domestic spaces
of Nigerian families. The essential function of the domestic archive as a repository for
material cultural objects that facilitate meaning making (Miller 1998; Aniakor 1996) is
explored, setting the stage for a detailed explanation of the process of photo-elicitation. In
addition to its disciplinary plurality, this study is also characterised by its geographical
multi-sitedness. Drawing on the theoretical notion of 'multi-sited ethnography' (Marcus
1991) as a point of departure ,the chapter introduces the various locations and contexts of
the ethnographic fieldwork involved.

Throughout the various chapters, the reader will encounter manipulated and defaced
family photographs. The last sections of chapter one are devoted to unpacking the
practical and theoretical background for such an intervention. My discussion of this
visual practice draws on interrogations of Igbo masking traditions in literature (Achebe
1961), as well social theories of secrecy (Simmel 1964), to illuminate the relationship
between ethical interventions and the lived experiences of Nigerian migrants subjects
who negotiate complex and dominant institutional contexts. To make sense of the
disciplinary and methodological montage that this work represents, as well as to open up
the possibility of a surrealist and aesthetic cultural account, the chapter ends by entering
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into a critical interrogation of corporeality using Levinas's critique of the ambiguity of
the corporeal subject (Levinas 1964).

The second chapter marks a departure into an ethnographic field consisting of
both human social actors and material cultural objects. Names of all the social actors in
this study are fictional, but since a name says much about an individual, I have tried to
match those given with the ethnicity and gender of the individuals; when respondents
bear Christian names, alternative Christian names of equivalent gender have been
assigned. The names of places or geographic locations remain the same. It has been
demonstrated (Bakhtin 1953; 1959) that language in the polyphonic novel comprises an
amalgam of voices, regional dialects, slang and professional jargon, in effect, a textual
celebration of oral diversity inherent in specific and localised cultural contexts. 24
Similarly, I deliberately have kept the citations from interview transcripts as close to the
original as possible. Changes have been made only where it is absolutely necessary to
substitute intuitively for words which are blank or unclear in the recording. Where
sentences are completed or have words added to them, these are put in parentheses.

The discussion in chapter two provides one of several contexts in which the ethnographic
strategy of participant observation is deployed through a sustained involvement lasting
over three years with Nwannedinamba, an Igbo community organisation in Dundalk,
Ireland. Starting from this field-site, the chapter draws on discussions of communality in
Nigerian transnational contexts (Ellis 1978), as well as articulations of communality
within Igbo (Achebe 1961) and Yoruba (Babatunde 1992) cultural contexts in Nigeria.
These discussions serve to elucidate the traditional relationship between community and
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family, in which they are inextricably interwoven with each other, however, the
community nevertheless appears hierarchically transcendent to the family.

Chapter two takes the reader into the sphere of Nigerian communality within the Irish
transnational context, exploring its historical formation as well as the conditions of social
and political marginality, necessitating such ethnically configured mobilisation. It
problematises aspects of Nwannedinamba 's naming procedure, constitution, minutes and
other cultural practices, expounding on the way in which through these processes the
group articulates and contests issues of citizenship, kinship, cultural identity, gender and
political borders. Considering the traditional relationship between the communal and the
familial in the Igbo cultural context in which Nwannedinamba is situated, the chapter
interrogates the effects of the Irish transnational context on what became the changing
landscape of Igbo communality evident in Nwannedinamba. The thematic and physical
site discussed in this chapter represents my first ethnographic encounter in this study and
it is from here that I made the first research contacts with individual Nigerian families.

The third and longest chapter transports the reader further into the field, moving from the
contested communal space into the everyday lives of Nigerian families who have settled
in Ireland. Here I deploy the familial photographic archive and material culture to further
ethnographic fieldwork and analysis as outlined in chapter one. Drawing on in-depth
involvement with the families and readings of photographic images and narratives from
photo-elicited interviews, the chapter offers rich ethnographic vignettes of the migratory
histories and everyday lives of four Nigerian families rendered around the family
photographs through which they narrated such lived experiences. Two of the families
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discussed in this chapter arrived in Ireland as asylum seekers, while the other two came
as health workers on work visas. All four families are permanently resident in Ireland. By
discussing them together and in succession this chapter is able to present the diversity of
their political status and migratory strategies, while demonstrating the related forms of
familial transformation which result from an act of migration to and presence in Ireland.

The chapter concludes by reflecting theoretically on the emergent form of 'decentred'
and 'cosmopolitan citizenship' and belonging (Delanty 2000; Balibar 2002). It draws on
class theories that contest fixed and dominant western categories of social class
formations (Reskin and Wolff 2000), articulating fluid class conditions in postcolonial
societies (Ekekwe 1986). Such dynamic conceptualisations of class facilitate reflection
on interconnected manifestations of class and gender positioning inside and outside the
domestic environment. Finally, the chapter considers aspects of the everyday lives of
these Nigerian families, formations and practices that are imbricated in processes of
transition and arrival into different sociopolitical and cultural contexts in Ireland.

The fourth chapter deploys similar visual methodological and analytical strategies to
maintain a focus within the domestic spaces of Nigerian families, in particular the
regimented and regulated spaces of Direct Provision. The Direct Provision Centre is a
space of containment on the very margins of Irish society where asylum seekers are
accommodated pending a decision on their applications. It is from the politics and
structure of the Centres that this chapter's title draws its inference to spaces of regulation
and regimentation. Situating the reader inside the spaces of Direct Provision, chapter four
draws on Agamben's notion of the 'state of exception' (Agamben 2005) as well as
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Foucault's idea of 'biopolitics' (Foucault 2003) to deconstruct the historical context of
Direct Provision in Ireland, while looking at the agency of the Nigerian families and the
emergent familial formations arising from their direct opposition to and marginalisation
by state structures. It highlights such formations, tracing the gendered lives and personal
histories of three Nigerian transnational families living in a Dublin-based Direct
Provision Centre and the consequent homogenisation of their everyday lives, which cuts
across emergent acts of resistance and subversion, childcare, communality, economic
reproduction, feeding culture and social life.

On the basis of my ethnographic experience with private family photographs belonging to
the families discussed in this chapter, together with the theoretical notion of the 'public
secret' (Taussig 1999), the chapter further deconstructs the sensitive and complex nature
of such a visual ethnographic intervention, underscoring the transient, unpredictable and
precarious lives led by Nigerian family subjects in such marginal spaces.

The conclusion draws together the vanous strands of debate ansmg m the study,
considering key questions surrounding Nigerian family transformations as a consequence
of the 'globalising' (Tomlinson 1999) practice of transnational migration. Deploying
postcolonial critiques such as 'hybridity' (Bahbha 1994), the discussion situates the
emergent Nigerian family formations arising out of their migration and transnational ism
in Ireland within broader debates of globalisation. It contrasts attributes of marginality
and subversion with emergent formations that outline new empowering and progressive
regimes and relations across gender, familial relations and social mobility, arguing that
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such contradictions offer a different way of looking at the effects of transnational
migration from both the sending and receiving points of view.

The conclusion also revisits the methodological considerations in this study with specific
emphasis on the domestic photographic archive, drawing on Derrida (1994) as well as on
the experience of utilising such archives to articulate the concept of the 'living archive',
with its private and sensitive nature, and the ethical and practical implications it raises for
ethnographic practice in a marginal transnational context.

I began this study as an artist looking to rigorously interrogate and represent familial
formations of Nigerian transnationalim in Ireland. Having located the critical tools for
such an enquiry in the social sciences, I thus became increasingly confident that such an
analytical framework would benefit from the poetic and aesthetic emphasis of the visual
arts from which I came. Put differently, I wanted to make affect central to a social science
research agenda, while locating fieldwork, textual and qualitative analysis within creative
art practice. This symbiotic relationship discussed in chapter one and performed through
chapters two, three and four takes another material form through the installation entitled
'family frames'. In the conclusion to this thesis I describe the theoretical foundations for
the installation, demonstrating how such an alternative social text draws from the varied
research conditions and lived experiences encountered in this study.
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Notes

I

Located on the northern side of Dublin City, Parnel Street used to be one of the less desirable

parts of the city. New immigrant businesses moved in (barbershops, ethnic grocery shops,

restaurants and money transfer services) drawing clients from other immigrants communities and
turning the area into the most diverse location in Ireland.

,

- Dundalk is a small and expanding town close to the border between the Republic of Ireland and
Northern Ireland.
3

The process of collective authorship is discussed later in chapter one.

• This practice was based on a precedent set in 1989 by the Irish Supreme Court in Fajujonu v.
Minister for Justice [1990] 2 I.R. (Irish Reports) 151, a case between an undocumented Nigerian

family and the state over the family's right to remain on the grounds that their children were born
and raised in Ireland. The court ruled in the family's favour. In Lobe and Osayande v. Minister
for Justice. Equality and Law Reform [2003]1 I.R. (Irish Reports) I, a Nigerian and Czech family

with Irish citizen children contested their deportation by thc state in the Supreme Court, based on
their failure to obtain asylum status. A ruling set aside the automatic right to residency in Ireland
of the parents of Irish-born children. See also, O'Connell and Smith (2004) for further
discussion).
5

According to F. Ryan:
The 2004 referendum on citizenship is the Twenty-Seventh Amendment to the
Constitution Act 2004. It was followed by primary legislation in the form of the Irish
Citizenship and Nationality Act 2004. While the Constitutional amendment allows the
State to restrict citizenship to children born to at least one Irish citizen parent, the
subsequent legislation extends this right to children at least one of whose parents is a
British, EU or EEA citizen, as well as children at least one of whose parents has a right of
permanent residence in Ireland or Northern Ireland, or whose parent has been legally
resident on the island for three of the previous four years. Legal residence for this
purpose does not include time spent as an asylum seeker or student (personal
communication, January 16, 2009).

6

Glick Schiller et al. (1994: 22) define transnationalism as:
(I) inextricably linked to the changing conditions of global capitalism and so must be
analysed within the context of global relations between capital and labour. (2) It is a
process by which migrants through their daily activities and social, economic and
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political relations create social fields that cross national boundaries .... (3) By living
their lives across borders, transmigrants find themselves confronted with and engage in
the nation-building process of two or morc nation states. Their identities and practices are

configured by hegemonic categories, such as race and ethnicity that are deeply embedded
in the nation building process of these nation states' (1994: 22).
For a historical perspective on transnationalism, see, for example, Vertovec (1999) and Smith
(1999).

The term transnationalism is preferred here to diaspora (as loosely used in public and political
spheres in Nigeria to describe Nigerians living outside the country), since transnationalism does
not presuppose a notion of communities interconnected across multiple borders due to a shared

identity that is dominant in theories of diasporas. But this term is also problematic since it has
been used in most literature to describe migratory phenomena involving people from mainly poor
countries to countries with dominant political, economic and cultural ·capital. As a result,

transnationalism is commonly seen as recent development allied to globalisation and the advent
of a very fluid flow of labour from the so-called third world. People from the dominant centres of
global economic, cultural and political capital are less visible in discussions of transnationalism.
Nor does internal migration within countries appear to be within the remit of this discourse, even

though some of these countries are constituted of various nations amalgamated by colonial
governments to fann onc geographical constituency. Transnationalism is very much about

political and geographical borders, which in the third world arc a creation of colonial agents of
the same dominant global centres. It is thus associated with recent international migration and the
,'ery active sense of duality that characterises it. However, some ethnographers and historians

claim that it is as old as the state and that its presence as a term in migratory discourse that is
Iecent. Scholars such as Gerber (2001) have started making comparative histories that position
current transmigratory practices on the same plane as previous European migration to the United

States.
, According to the 2006 population census in Ireland, of the 35,326 people of African origin
listed as usually resident in Ireland, 16,300 or nearly half are Nigerian (Central Statistics Office
lIe land, 2006). A similar demographic distribution can arguably be expected in other parts of
Europe. The figures on Nigerians in Ireland are in my view an underestimate, in light of the
number of Nigerians who have applied for asylum in Ireland since 1996, including migrant
workers, students and the undocumented.
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Central Statistics Office Ireland, 2006.

9

Ricca (1989) describes Africa as a continent perpetually on the move, while Addo (1975)

articulates the reasons for migration in pre-colonial times in the area that became Nigeria. In

addition, the history of the Aro people of eastern Nigeria involves migration as well as diasporic
formations (Dike 1990).
10

Chief Obafemi Awolowo, a prominent Nigerian politician, referred to Nigeria as an arranged

marriage of nations, a geographical expression created by the colonial government rather than a
nation or an alliance of states. For Awolowo, Nigeria is the result of arranged proxy marriages
between nations.
II

The various forms of pre-colonial population movement that took place in Africa in response to

political, economic, religious and security considerations are discussed in Hance (1970) and
Adepoju (1995).
12

The economic strategies of colonial governments served as a catalyst for this fe-configuration

of the patterns of movement of people in Africa. The foreign export sector received a boost and
emphasis shifted to urban areas, while rural areas were exploited in the interests of agricultural
production. These new economic and social forms and the resulting improvement in the road and
rail infrastructure set the stage for a new framework for migration (Amin 1974; Hinderink and
Templeman 1978). Hinderink and Templeman argue further that the initially imposed migrations
of plantation workers were later institutionalised and accepted in society, reSUlting in many
voluntary migrations.
13

Following independence from Britain migration increased steadily throughout the 1960s,

1970s, and early 1980s and continues to the present day. With successive governments needing to
educate more people to assist in the building of a new state, scholarships were awarded to
students to study abroad and train as doctors, teachers, engineers, lawyers and scientists. Some
foreign governments, such as the former Soviet Union, the UK, Denmark, Germany, the US and
Bulgaria, gave grants that allowed Nigerians to study in their countries, while parents who could
afford it also sent their children to study abroad in the US, the UK, Ireland, Germany and Canada.
However, economic migrants and refugees later replaced students and technical personnel as the
major categories of international migrants (Adepoju 1995).
14

Diaspora is at best a contested term that a range of theorists and historians have defined and

used in various contexts. There is the conventional argument that the tcnn originates from the

Jewish, Armenian and Greek dispersals, the characteristics of which still dominate the
understanding of what constitutes diaspora. However there is a shift from this position as the line
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between the old concept of diaspora and and the new migratory patterns and phenomena blurs.
This is illustrated by Tololian (1991: 4-5), writing an editorial preface for the first issue of the
journal Diaspora, in which he argues that 'the term that once described Jewish, Greek, and
Armenian dispersion now shares meanings with larger semantic domains that include words like
immigrant, expatriate, refugee, guest-worker, exile community, overseas community, ethnic

community'. These semantic domains, together with the term transmigrant (which is not on
Tololian's list) are obviously more dominant in contemporary migratory discourses. In different
sections of society, migrant constituencies are now referred to by a number of these tenns, while

migrants themselves can move from one theoretical category to another. It is the fluidity of
migrant life that necessitates a corresponding fluidity in articulating what both diaspora and
transnational ism signify in various contexts.

Nevertheless attempts have been made at producing specific principles that define diaspora.
Safran (1991) takes the historic dispersal of Jewish communities as the standard by which the
claims of new migratory formations to be described as diasporas may be measured. He sees
diasporas as:
'expatriate minority communities' which: (I) are dispersed from the original 'centre' to at
least two 'peripheral' places; (2) maintain a 'memory, vision, or myth about their original
homeland'; (3) 'believe they are not - and perhaps cannot be - fully accepted by their
host country'; (4) sec the ancestral home as a place of eventual return, when the time is
right; (5) are committed to the maintenance or restoration of this homeland; (6) are
'importantly defined' by this continuous relationship with the homeland (ibid.: 83 - 4).

Other theorists have adopted similar theoretical essentialist views in defining diaspora, including
male-centred views of the Black diaspora (Gilroy 1993) and a dominant focus on the Jewish
diaspora (Boyarin and Boyarin 1993). However, Clifford argues that the term diaspora cannot be
subjected to essentialist definitions: 'it is not possible to define diaspora sharply, either by
recourse to essential features or to private oppositions. But it is possible to perceive a loosely

coherent, adaptive constellation of responses to dwelling in displacement' (1994: 302-38).
IS

See, for example, Maier's account of three years spent ·as a journalist exploring Nigerian

political history (Maier 2000).
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In October 2004, the world-acclaimed Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe turned down, from his

base in New York, the award of the prestigious 'Order of the Niger' from President Obasanjo in
protest at what he referred to as the 'terrible state of the country'.
17

I would argue that the later Nigerian presence in Ireland is mainly driven by the possibility of

regularisation rather than kinship linkages and networks. Several of my social actors expressed
.ffmity for the societies that they came from, especially those who had lived in Germany,
Holland, France and South Africa. Those coming from the first three countries often gave the
impossibility of regularising their position as the primary reason for leaving, while those from
South Africa were concerned with safety issues; in all cases, they spoke highly of the countries
where they had lived previously. However, as the Nigerian population settles and becomes more
established, kinship networks are gradually becoming more significant in determining the number
of Nigerians that come to Ireland, as is the case in places which have had established Nigerian
populations for a longer period.
1S

Such restrictions include more stringent rules around residence following the Supreme Court

decision of 2003 on Lobe and Osayande v. Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform. These
restrictions were further compounded by limitations on entitlement to citizenship noted above.
1~

Such changes in asylum policy in Ireland include the policies of dispersal and direct provision,

expedited processing of asylum applications and increased deportation of failed asylum seekers.
20

I came to this conclusion by comparing the number of visa applications received from Nigeria

in 2005 with the number of applications refused in the first instance.
21

For discussion on Eastern European migration to Ireland, see, for example, Kropiwiec and

KingoO'Riain (2006), Doyle, N. et al (2006) and Titley (2008a).
22

The term 'Celtic Tiger' is derived from 'East Asian Tigers', a term reflecting the economic

success of Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong and Singapore preceding Ireland's own success
starting in the 1990s, It is a commonly used term to describe Ireland's emergent vibrant economy.
23

One of them was Sammy, whom I knew before I went to Ireland as a collector of art, a passion

he had formed while at Trinity College, Dublin in the 1960s. 'I went to see him in his home in
Nigeria during a fieldwork visit in early 2004. He recalled his days in Trinity College nearly forty
years earlier. The Ireland he remembered was a very poor country and all the Nigerians there
were students, mostly studying medicine. According to him, they were economically relevant to
the society in which· they lived, in contrast to the case today when Irish society views the
Nigerians as a social liability. At the time he described, there seemed to be a number of African
students, from Trinity College, the Royal College of Surgeons and University College Dublin,
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who fonned their own social circle, meeting from time to time in the basements of ceitain places
in the city where they socialized. Sammy spent his vacation in England and some of the other
students went to England at the end of every school semester. The Nigerian students, mainly the
children of rich parents, were predominantly male and single. Sammy acknowledged the
existence of some female students but they were not regular members of the social circle. Settling
in Ireland and getting a vacation job was not something he ever considered or heard of during his
time in Ireland. Since he completed his studies and left Ireland for England he has never been
back, though he admits that with regret.
24

For a discussion on polyphony in ethnographic representation, see Clifford (1988: 21-55).
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Chapter One

Transcultural Representation : Interconnecting Subjectivity,
Theory and Aesthetics

How Did I Get Here?

Figure 1. 1: Communal Graffiti , 1998 .

Figure 1.2: The Despo t, J 999.

My vocation as a visual artist with an interest in grounding visual practice in
sociocultural discourse, alongside my persona l experience as an immigrant, together with
an affi nity, initiated by my personal experience of loss, towards famil y photographs as
embodiments of memory, coll ecti vely frame and underpin th is thesis. I lived through the
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most difficult dictatorships of Ibrah im Babangida and Sani Abacha between 1985 and
1999, a period which saw the erosion of the Nigerian middle class, blatant human rights
violations, and sociopol itica l instabili ty;' em igration appea led to me, and to millions of
other Nigerians, as a possible way out of such chaos. As an art student between 1994 and
1998 , everyday life - my own and that of other Nigerians, shaped by these despotic
regimes - became the major subject of my visual practice, as it did for other Nigerian
arti sts

2

I tried to capture day-to-day activities through the medium, formali stic properties

and thematic focus of my paintings. Figures 1. 1, 1.2 and 1.3 are illustrations of the form
of my work during this period.

Figu re 1.3: Voi ces oflhe people. 1999.
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Usually dark and highly textured, the paintings are made by applying soot emitted from a
live flame over an inverted surface, which may be primed with dyes or masked. This
process is followed by washing some of the surfaces with detergents, sweeping with a
palm-frond broom and etching with sticks. The surfaces are finally fixed for posterity.
Yet why did I use soot when it required me to stoop agonisingly under my inverted
canvas, wearing a mask over my nose, holding a wick burning with kerosene and
emitting lots of carbon to blacken the surfaces? I used soot primarily because of the
surfaces that I wished to recreate - the blackened surfaces of cooking pots of various
sizes which sit on fires at roadside eating places and in the kitchens of disenfranchised
Nigerian households, restricted by the prohibitive prices and, in many cases, the rarity of
cleaner fuel to wood and kerosene stoves. In a country with one of the largest natural gas
reserves in the world, the blackened pot is in the contemporary context a symbol of that
country's failure and of the dystopia to which its subjects are confined. The blackened
pot is also washed and scrubbed with silt to restore its elusive silver lining, a metaphor
for resilience, struggle and resistance. Life's everyday chores, centred around the
blackened pot, the preserve of a muted and subjugated mass, were processes that I
appreciated and appropriated, aestheticising and elevating them to the level of the
historical document and artefact.

Speaking through my work did not insulate me from the challenges of negotiating a failed
state and in June 2000 I left Nigeria, with no clear intention of returning, for an artist's
residency programme in Ireland. On arrival in Dublin, I realised that my checked-in
luggage had gone missing. It was never to be found. Inside was my collection of
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photographs, images of friends, family and places spanning my entire life. This loss
lJecame instrumental in forming my affinity with family photographs as objects of
memory. When my time on the residency programme expired, I was left with very few
options for extending my stay in Ireland. I therefore applied for political asylum, as a
res ult of which I lived in a Direct Provision Centre for nine months and was an official
3

res ident in it for twelve months The reality of life as an asylum-seeking migrant was
di fferent from anything I had known; for me it was the first time I had negotiated racism ,
xenophobia, social exclusion and marginalisation in a structured and consistent way.
These adjustments led to my active and voluntary participation in migrants ' rights and
anti-racism campaigns, while painting full time in an art studio.

Figure 1.4 : Migration from Africa. 2000.

Figure 1.5 : Fortress Europe, 2000.

Figure 1.4 and 1.5 were produced at this time as part of a series titled ' The Migrant
Experience' . After a year I stopped painting and took, albeit illegally, a full-time job as a
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graphic and multimedia designer. This was a period of self-questioning, pushing me to
seek an alternative language for expressing and understanding my local social and
cultural contexts. The final recourse to a multilayered, multidisciplinary and surrealist
mode of sociocultural critique and representation sprang directly from this critical and
creative restlessness, allied with the intensity of the African migrant experience in
Ireland. Surrealism is situated here in the context of cultural representation and is thus
defined: 'To see culture and its norms - beauty, truth, reality - as artificial arrangements
susceptible to detached analysis and comparison with other possible depositions'
(Clifford 1988: 119).

[n this brief self-portrait, [ have attempted to capture a series of dialogues underpinning
my subject formation, as an artist in search of new modes of expression constantly
engaged with the sociopolitical conditions in his environment, and as a Nigerian
immigrant in Europe, embedded within a shared everyday life4 with thousands of
Nigerian migrant subjects in [reland, many of whom living in opposition to the dominant
structures of the receiving state; also a part of the dialogue is my translation of loss into
recognition of the materiality of memory in familial visual archives and other material
culture and artefacts. These strands form a basis for the construction of this study and are
implicitly woven into it.

This chapter thus engages with the metamorphosis of dialogue across my various subject
positions into a tangible form of scholarly and visual practice. It elucidates the emergent
intersections and complimentarity between ethnography, cultural studies and visual
practice involved in my project of critiquing Nigerian migrant family formations or
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transformations in Ireland. Wljat is articulated here is in no wayan authoritative, concrete
1ll1d infallible means of approach to cultural enquiry and visual practice, but rather a
procedure in which I critique, understand and process the limitations and strengths of the
strategies adopted. Clifford (1998), in his work on the archaeology and historiography of
anthropology, which includes some of the major colonial and postcolonial theories of
ethnographic fieldwork and cultural representation, explores predominantly textual
strategies (interpretive, experiential, dialogic and polyphonic), highlighting and
questioning their different claims to ethnographic authority. For Clifford, it is important
to state clearly the centrality of 'discourse' in the study, that is to say, a dialogue with
various (impeachable) positionalities. That granted, the concept of disciplinary progress
is emphasized so that the field is open to processes of questioning, contestation,
experimentation and to the discovery of other approaches to cultural representation. The
concept of progression here is appealing, not only because it influences my approach to
fieldwork, cultural interpretation, representation and visual practice, but also in the way it
evinces my interest in acknowledging and articulating my study as inherently a process of
discovery.

1 must state unequivocally that when the terms 'ethnography', 'culture' and 'practice'
(visual and theoretical) are deployed, they are used in a measured and contestable way. I
thus acknowledge the incorporation of other disciplinary practices. Ethnographic
strategies are imbricated in this study through the approaches to fieldwork and its
subsequent textualisation. The modes of analysis and representation, however, also
reflect other forms of cultural interpretation that can be seen in art history, visual culture
and cultural studies.' Having shaped some of the strategies for ethnographic fieldwork,
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my orientation or bias towards the visual and visual practice is consequently informed by
my ethnographic experience in the field. This dialectic relationship is discussed in greater
detail later in the chapter.

In a critical questioning of postmodemism, Jameson (1998a) refers to such disciplinary
montage as the 'death of the subject,6 or the 'end of individualism'. Individualism or
subjecthood derives from a modernist 'concept of a unique self and private identity' is
central to the pursuit of a unique style and 'vision of the world'. For Jameson,
postmodernism's main characteristic quality is 'pastiche', since pastiche involves an
incongruous mimesis or combination of materials, forms and motifs from across a range
of sources, negating the possibility of a wholly independent and individualistic identity.'
In a related and consequential discourse on visual culture and cultural studies (both of
which share a postmodernist and poststructuralist logic), Burgin, contributing to debates
toward a definition of the 'subject and object' of visual culture, puts forth the proposition
that not only are the objects of study plural and fragmented but also that:
[T]he meaning of all products of contemporary culture tends to be cut from much
the same cloth: woven from intertextually interrelated but institutionally
heterogeneous strands of sense, originating in disparate times and spaces. As there
are no longer any definitely separate realms of cultural production, it follows that
there can be no islands of counter-hegemonic purity (1996: 20).
A Ithough this proposition is a response to a cultural studies viewpoint that stresses mass
culture over popular culture (Dikovitskaya 2006) as well as the distinctions debated
between 'high art' and popular visual forms within discourses in visual culture (Mirzoeff
1999,

2002;

Holly

1996),

Jameson's

theory

also

underscores

the

inherent

interdisciplinarity of the emerging field of visual culture (Mitchell 1995). Similarly, the
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attempts in cultural studies to locate culture within the fabric of society (Hoggart 1957;
Williams 1958; Hall 1980), its propensity 'to study the entire range of societies, arts,
beliefs, institutions and communicative practices' (Grossberg, Nelson and Treichler
1992: 4), together with its focus on politics, class, race, gender and identity, constitute a
highly plural and dynamic field of knowledge; these foci thus require the deployment of
multiple modes of analysis and interpretation, prompting Bennet to refer to cultural
studies as 'the interdisciplinary discipline' (1998: 535).

The methodological approach adopted in this study is to a large extent evocative of this
postmodemist/poststructuralist paradigm of multidisciplinarity and of mimesis and
pastiche - what I would call an epistemological polyphony - which has extended to a
dialogue with events in my own personal history and subject formation, leading directly
or indirectly to the object of study and the requisite approaches.

Defining the Object of Study

[n the initial stage of this study, I concentrated on a theme that I described at the time as
'the Nigerian diaspora in Ireland'. Coming from a background in visual arts, I felt that
this topic seemed plausible as a thematic with which to engage by creating objects that
stood as representations and metaphors of various histories, events and experiences of the
Nigerian migrant subject in Ireland. s The field of study appeared fitting because of the
scope allowed in visual practice for broad as well as focused representations which
attempt to account for much wider debates. An engagement with discourses of the
Nigerian diaspora in Ireland would involve but not be limited to a wide debate that has
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emerged in Ireland during the last decade, ranging over the subjects of race and racism,
cultural identity, geography, class and gender, religious practices and social and
communal mobilisations. These individual themes require critique at a microscopic level.
An ethnographic approach to cultural investigation and analysis calls for localisation,
particularity, a microscopic lens through which a broader worldview can be engaged, but
not determined (Abu-Lughod 1991). Geertz (1973) considers ethnographic description to
be microscopic in the sense that it concentrates on highly localised sites. It is from
extended familiarity with 'extremely small matters' that broader interpretations and more
abstract analyses should arise. Thus, the concept of the Nigerian diaspora in Ireland had
to be synthesised and localised and it is to this process of focusing a microscopic lens on
my research topic that I now tum.

By April 2003, I had been in Ireland, in the Dundalk area close to the country's northern
border, for nearly three years. I had established contacts through the different spheres of
social and communal activities with which I was involved. I worked with a number of
Nigerians in immigrant support groups and we met at various events. I also participated
in community associations, and by this time I was very well known in the area. My level
of involvement suggests, therefore, that before embarking on an ethnography of the
Nigerian community in Ireland, I was already embeded in it as a participant. There are
numerous ways in which participant observation is deployed in social research;9 the
distinction drawn between the observer-as-participant and participant-as-observer (Gold,
1958; Tedlock, 1991; 2000) is useful in clarifying the specific way in which I am located
in the community that I study. For Gold (1958), this distinction lies in the position of the
observer on one pole, detached and looking in (observer-as-participant), while on the
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other end the observer is part of the acts and processes that are the subject of hislher
research (participant-as-observer). By attempting to direct a critical gaze at my own
community I was also turning the lens onto myself. This scenario burdened me with
familiarity, knowing too much, but at the same time not knowing what to know: I had to
'de familiarise' myself with my subject and examine it through the detached eye of the
'other' .10

Anthropological discourse has always problematised alterity, notoriously associated with
the coloniser, the tourist and the fetishist and grounded in a 'spatial and temporal'
perception of cultures other than the occidental (Said 1978, 1989; Fabian 1983).

In

contrast, the position of an insider standing outside in order to look inside is a much more
recent development. II Looking at the self as other has been identified as a dilemma
facing feminist anthropologists, 'native' anthropologists and anthropologists located in
the west (as a result of parentage or migration), whose work involves their own people;
apart from the question of their 'objectivity' (Abu-Lughod, 1991: 141), they must, in
order to retain their identities as anthropologists, make the communities they study seem
other (ibid:. 139). However, an ethnography of the self emerged in occidental
anthropological discourse in the guise of 'anthropology at home' or 'home work'
(Jackson 1986; Visweswaran, 1994; Rapport and Dawson 1998; Rapport 2002) during a
period in which anthropologists began to question the discipline'S disposition to
difference (Fox 1991). Nonetheless, as Coleman and Collins (2006) argue, the proximity
of 'home work' to 'home' is questionable, for anthropologists living in the west - with
some exceptions such as Orthner (1991) and Watanabe l2 (2005) - have often focused on
the working class and the powerless (Abu-Lughod 1991), as well as immigrants, ethnic
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constituencies and 'inner city diasporas' (Coleman and Collins 2006: 9). Similarly, the
fieldwork locations for Nigerian anthropologists has often been traditional Nigerian
communities and cultural practices. \3 When non-western researchers work in their own
communities, the question of who their audience is still remains. Who funds their work?
Do they not draw on occidental anthropological epistemologies situated in the same
institution of difference? It can therefore be argued that behind the practice of looking at
the self lie the same institutional powers upon which the historical disjuncture of self and
other is based. As Trouillot (1991: 18) argues, anthropology's disposition towards the
other is an inheritance of a 'salvage' paradigm in western philosophy that predates
anthropology. Thus, the anthropologist is both culprit and victim of the same institution
of difference.

1t can be argued therefore that the idea of defamiliarising myself with my object of study
and rendering it other in my practice of ethnography at . 'home' presupposes
anthropology's implicit disposition to difference. In order to 'know what to know', I
involved myself in a process of co-authorship, engaging with the voices of other
Nigerians in Ireland who were to become the subjects of my study. In April 2003, I put
together a range of questions, specific topical issues related to Nigerians in Ireland with
whom I had by this time got acquainted. I then proceeded to organise a focus group'4
made up of three men and five women. Two of these people were ofIrish extraction and
six were Nigerians drawn from the Igbo, Yoruba and Delta areas of Nigeria. The voices
of the Nigerians, as prominent members of their community, were important to me in
determining a direction for a study that involved them. I will not introduce and discuss all
the focus group participants individually, but should mention that they were all active in
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their communities and, except in the case of the two Irish participants, first-generation
immigrants to Ireland who had arrived not more than four years previously. As of 2006,
three of them have gone on to become leaders in the Nigerian community in Ireland.
Denny, a woman from the Delta area of Nigeria, contested the local elections for Dundalk
Council and is highly vocal and influential in migrant debates in Ireland. She combined
this political involvement with running her retail business, studying for a Master's degree
in cultural studies and overseeing a homeless shelter. In 2006 she obtained a full-time job
with an Irish government anti-racism agency. Malako, a woman of Yoruba extraction, led
a migrant women's rights group in Ireland and often spoke in national forums and
organised 'intercultural' events, while maintaining a job as a schoolteacher. Obumnedu
became the vice-president of the Igbo group in Dundalk while working in the security
sector. The participants were representative of the ethnic diversity among Nigerians in
Ireland and by choosing them I was mirroring the ethnic political formations in Nigerian
society. This was important, since the concept of a homogenous cultural perspective
based on a colonial political construct - Nigeria - in what is in fact a very culturally
diverse country, is untenable 15

While I observed, took notes and contributed as a participant, the two Irish members of
the group acted as moderators in the discussion. They were friends, Mark and Paulette,
who lived in the area and knew most of the people involved, having worked as volunteers
in migrant support groups. Mark had spent three years as an exchange professor in a
university in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania and Paulette had lived in Jos, Nigeria, for four
years as a volunteer teacher. I thought that, with their background and affable
personalities, they would be able relate to African cultures while also seeing with a
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stranger's eyes. Their involvement was in no wayan attempt to reproduce and
romanticise difference; rather it was primarily strategic - part of my process of
defamiliarisation. It was through analysing the collective vOice of people who were
involved in their communities that the importance of the Nigerian home in Ireland and its
biological inhabitants (the Nigerian family) would become apparent to me as a pertinent
subject of study. For them, the Nigerian familial subject, situated in a diasporised,
transnational and transcultural context, was in a state of flux, of becoming. I found in this
a reality, a viable and relevant research project to which I could direct my critical focus.

The fieldwork involved three different sites that required different levels of involvement
and negotiation with social actors. The decision to involve the Direct Provision Centre as
an ethnographic field site was accidental. My strategies were constantly being revaluated,
always subject to time constraints, human resource needs and practicality. In addition; I
was at times confused and disenchanted by difficulties caused by social actors who
declined to participate, by the logistics and by fluctuations in my own clarity of purpose.
As a result of these obstacles, I was unable to arrange discussions informed by my
fieldwork with my focus group on a regular basis. Outlining different methodological
approaches to cultural studies research, Gray (2003) addresses the type of ambivalence
articulated here. For Gray, there is no definitive way of approaching cultural research; the
progress of the research mutates and shapes events in the field together with their
subsequent textualisation. The burden of strategy, structure and approach ultimately rests
with the researcher.
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I convened two other focus group discussions with primarily Nigerian subjects and
myself as moderator and participant. One was in May 2005, to discuss my fieldwork with
two of the families described in chapter three; the other was in November 2005, with
residents of the Direct Provision Centre in Dublin discussed in chapter four. In the latter,
the motive was primarily to uncover a broad range of perspectives on issues related to the
site as well as to identify and elicit the participation of three or four of those involved for
a much longer study. While valuable research material emerged through these focus
group discussions, my confidence in their being able to form mutual groups who would
produce accounts of oral history and gossip, together with expressions of relevant
sociocultural debates and sensitivities, was not always justified.

II

Having established a focus for the study of migrant Nigerian families in Ireland in
transformation, an ethnographic methodological approach to the subject had to be
determined. For this, I drew on the sense of loss resulting from the disappearance of my
family photographs and other personal possessions when my luggage went missing at the
airport on my arrival in Ireland in 2000. These were artefacts of my own life, which for
me constituted an archive of memory, a memorialisation; they were materialities of my
own life, a window through which I could remember, visualise and immortalise my past,
which lay thousands of miles away as I charted the course of the Nigerian migrant
experience in Europe. In reflecting upon this experience, I realised the strength of these
objects in evoking the past and questioning the present. I became a connoisseur, so to
speak, of objects of Nigerian cultural and familial memory through investing in the
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powers of anamnesis, remembering, narrativity and meaning-making inherent in the
similar objects of memory that could be found in Nigerian family homes. These objects
included not only family photographs, but also official records, other visual artefacts, and
the material world of the Nigerian family subjects.

Exploring the Act of Remembering

I am concerned with the way in which remembering can be facilitated and
everyday life experiences articulated through an engagement with domestic archives such
as family photographs. Barthes (1981) provides an example. He considers this
relationship with the domestic archive from a very personal perspective, reflecting on a
private engagement with his own archive, by means of which he testifies to the aliveness
of the family photograph. Barthes establishes a difference between the archive as
traditionally conceived on the one hand and the private, familial order on the other:
I cannot reproduce the Winter Garden Photograph. It exists only for me. For you,
it would be nothing but an indifferent picture, one of a thousand manifestations of
the 'ordinary'; it cannot in any way constitute the visible object of science; it
cannot establish an objectivity, in the positive sense of the term; at most it would
interest your studium: period, clothes, photogeny; but in it for you no wound
(1981: 73).
How can his mother's pictures be read in public? Can a reading near his own
recollections and subjectivities be realised? Would it not be just an aesthetic matter to us,
and thus interest only our 'studium', that element within the photograph that evokes a
'general enthusiastic commitment' as to what photographs refer to, what connotations
they have, how well shot they are, in addition to relationships of tone and colour. 16 These
are questions that attempt to distinguish the familial from the public within the context of
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engaging with a domestic archival formation. After his mother's death Barthes recollects,
through the winter garden photograph, his deep impressions of her: moments of her
illness, his love for her, his relationship with her on her death, her clothes and her objects.
Looking at this photograph, taken long before he was born, Barthes finds a way to get
away from the images of his dying mother. In the 'Winter Garden' photograph he finds
the 'that-has-been' of his mother, which can also be regarded as evidence that his mother
was once something other than a pale and dying body. The evidential power in this image
offers him an acceptable image of his mother. Barthes states:
This is what the time when my mother was alive before me is - History. No
anamnesis could ever make me glimpse this time starting from my self - whereas,
contemplating a photograph in which she is hugging me, a child, against her, I can
waken in myself the rumpled softness of her crepe de Chine and the perfume of
her rice powder (ibid.: 65).
Barthes's version of mediated memory can be compared to Hirsch's discussion of
postmemory:
Postmemory is distinguished from memory by generational distance and from
history by deep personal connection. Postmemory is a powerful and very
particular form of memory precisely because its connection to its object or source
is mediated not through recollection but an imaginative investment and creation
(Hirsch 1997: 22).

Hirsch's notion of postmemory arguably incorporates devices that mediate memory other
than related human subjects. For Barthes, the winter garden photograph mediates the
intimate memory of what his mother once was, something that took place 'before me
[him)' or before the memory. What is significant is the aliveness of this relationship, the
personal relationship between Barthes and his mother's photographs. For a viewer who is
not personally connected to the image, it might be inconsequential or, as Barthes states,
'just photogeny'. For Barthes, however, both the historical and the memorable take on a
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new life; this is why he refuses to reproduce the winter garden photograph in his book. In
that photograph he invokes an image of her that he desires, an image of her 'after him'
but drawn from 'before him'. In a photograph of his mother hugging him, a photograph
taken in his time, he remembers, and with such vividness and lucidity that he awakens in
himself the rumpled softness of his mother's 'crepe de Chine'.

It is this type of connection with intimate familial and domestic objects such as the family

photograph that this study seeks to explore. It anticipates that such archival fonmations
will be open to dialogue, narrativity, 'postmemory', or even projections into the future. It
is concerned to establish how the Nigerian family's domestic archive of images and
objects can facilitate the remembering of the familial past, a reflection on the present and
a projection into the future within the context of an ethnographic enquiry. Barthes speaks
of his own family's photographs, to which he has unrestricted access, his engagement
with them unprompted by an outsider. How, then, can I negotiate access to the intimacy
of the Nigerian domestic sphere in order to elicit similarly intimate narratives? Finally,
how can this archive be interpreted?

Locating Meaning in the Material

I have discussed family photographs and the family photographic archive as
embodiments of memory and as potential catalysts for remembering, yet the family
photograph is also tactile, real, part of the repertoire of the object world, an object among
other objects. Within the family photographic frame, we encounter not only the subjects
we are studying, but also the presence of and interaction with material objects - cars,
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l
computers, furniture, electronic and communication devices. Working as a participant
observer, which Geertz (l973) and Dilthey (1976) contend is the critical articulation of
sustained experience through participation in the sites of cultural perfonnance, the
ethnographer not only observes the relationship between human subjects and material
objects, but is also implicated in it. Therefore, in the acts of remembering, of narrativising
and of understanding and interpreting culture (Geertz 1973), the object and the material
world are repositories of cultural meaning to be taken into account. Things matter, as
Miller (1998) suggests, writing on how the study of material culture facilitates cultural
knowledge through an understanding of human relations with the object world.
Seremetakis (1996) writes anthropologically of another type of relationship with the
object world, which is that of the senses. For her, our relationship with the material
world, its absences and presences, takes us into the realm of experience, memory,
nostalgia and even forgetfulness, which can be systematically deployed as a means of
understanding culture and everyday life. The material or object world is constituted by
the social and cultural world in the same way as the social and the cultural world makes
sense through the material and object world (Aniakor 1979, 1996; Bourdieu 1977;
Appadurai 1986; Miller 1987; 1998; 2005). Objects in a social and cultural context
therefore depend on this dialogical relationship with humans in order to take up particular
meanings, while humans construct their identities through relationships with objects. In
effect, the objects in the object world can be understood to relate to what Hall calls the
'Eloating signifier' (Hall 1996; 1997). Hall suggests that the sign is more stable than the
thing that it signifies. For instance, a car embodies its given function and fonn as an
apparatus for mobility as well as being a symbol, a sign of gender, class, race and ethnic
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fonnations. That is to say, the tactility, presence or realness of the object world is more
stable and tangible than the concepts, phenomena and cultural fonnations that they
describe, whose meaning can depend on mUltiple points of view.

In order to bring this argument closer to home - in the case of the Igbo area of Nigeria it is necessary to consider the fonnulations of 'binary complimentarity', 'cyclical'
relations between the human and the object world in Igbo philosophy and their
articulation in Igbo architecture (Aniakor 1996: 215). In an earlier work 19bo
Architecture: a Study of Forms, Functions and Typology (1979), Aniakor foregrounds the
way in which we make sense of the world through an understanding of the human/object
relationship. Later he describes the manifestation of this 'binary complementarity' in
Igbo naming culture:
Thus when Igbo say Afamefuna, 'let not my name perish', the name refers not
simply to the individual speaking but to his household (obi/obu), its contents, and
what it 'stands' for as well. Here the name is a metaphor for the historicity of
family life and the ideal of its material and spiritual prosperity. A name tells
(1996: 214).
It can be argued, the 'contents' of the household (the object world) are 'floating

signifiers' for what it 'stands' for (status, power, class); moreover, their position in the
overall identity and being of the subject who issues the name is recognized in the word
'Afamefona'. Here, therefore, the object world constructs the social and cultural world.
To take the name as a linguistic object, its existence issues from this relationship between
the object world and the social; thus the human and object worlds are in a binary of
complimentarity, not dichotomous or divided by schisms. For Aniakor, this given can be
seen in two Igbo verbal philosophical expressions: 'ihe di abuo abuo' (things are in pairs)
(Amakor 1973) and the more dynamic 'lhe kwuru, ihe akwudebe ya' (Something stands
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beside another standing object), which are enshrined in traditional Igbo cosmology. The
concept of pairs is evident in the binaries of men and women, spirits and gods, firmament
and earth, and life and death. The binaries imply a 'complementarity in which the
difference between two objects constitutes their similarity' (Aniakor 1996: 215). This is
the binary or the pairing of human and object worlds, complimentarily defining each
other.

Aniakor locates these binaries in the use of the architectural space of the traditional Igbo
home and the objects contained in it. Spaces and objects are constructed in relation to
gender, age, status and function, and through the interactions between them and the Igbo
subjects he extricates cultural meaning about traditional Igbo everyday life. In addition to
this pairing, Aniakor draws also on another Igbo expression, 'Okirikiri bu ije agwo' (The
serpentine movement is cyclic; Ifemesia, 1979); this phrase is more often reframed as
'ada akwu olu ebe ekiri mmawu' (masquerades are not watched from one standpoint or

position). In an analogy with Igbo masking theatre, Aniakor considers that an
understanding of the human and object worlds requires this cyclical performance, not in a
literal sense, but more particularly in the context of acknowledging the fluidity of
signifiers, which in tum requires shifting viewpoints and a multilayered vision.

If shifting viewpoints are central to understanding a society's everyday life through its
relationship with objects, Aniakor's critique of the Igbo home in 1996 falls short of
taking into account a postcolonial viewpoint of Igbo modernity. The traditional village
Iife and architecture that he describes are of less consequence today than the chaotic
cities, over-inflated by rural-to-urban migration, which are beginning to dominate local
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I
and international contemporary discourses of postcolonial Africa 17 A critical gaze at
material culture in contemporary African societies can be seen in a study of urban
Zambian households (Hansen 1997). The electronic equipment and other material
possessions in the home are critiqued beyond their mundane role as functional objects
that facilitate domestic life. Hansen states that:
[T]hey create and communicate meaning by their presence in the home and are as
much part of a meaning system in which gender and generational relations are
shaped and acted out, social status is marked, ideology is represented, aspirations
are manifested, or strategies for living are mirrored (1997: 160).
Similarly, Meintjes (2001), in her work on gendered identities in a Soweto community,
focuses on how the individual attitude to the use of washing machines and coal stoves
constitutes varied constructions of traditional gender roles and identities. Though the
focus of both Hansen and Meintjes lies outside the Igbo area that is Aniakor's concern,
they address objects of critical material significance to contemporary everyday life in
Igbo domestic space. These objects are more relevant to the Igbo social context than, for
instance, the 'Ikenga' 18 mentioned in Aniakor's work, for most contemporary Igbo
families are more Christian than animist.

Figure 1.6 depicting Okonkwo's house and car offers an example, for in its making the
photographer acknowledges the symbolism of the material objects in the frame. These
objects capture Okonkwo's impression of himself while also defining his position and
how he is perceived within his community. Arguably, the family photograph and the
material objects within its frame (brick houses, mobile phone, dresses, cars,
entertainment gadgets, children's toys, computers and others), project contemporary,
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post-migration and postcolonial experiences through which the everyday life and identity
formations of Nigerian family subjects in Ireland can be better understood.

Figure 1.6: Okonkwo's New House and Car, 2005.

III

Exploring the Family Photographic Object

[ now tum to an elaboration of the ways in which these key concepts of the domestic
photographic archive, namely remembering and material culture, converge to inform my
mode of ethnographic fieldwork. One of the frameworks for bringing these strands
together is photo-elicitation. In the context of work in a migratory sphere (charged with
issues of political status, state surveillance and documentation as well' as counter
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measures of resistance and survival), dependence on private visual objects such as the
family photograph and the cultural meaning of accounts emanating from it is highly
problematic. As a researcher, I requested access to a family's private archive in order to
look into the crevices of a collection of photographs and transfer its contents from the
private to the public domain; having obtained these images, I intended to utilise them in
my ethnographic analysis and visual representation. This 'invasion' is troubling for most
Nigerian families and entails a great deal of negotiation. They had suspicions: am I, for
example, an agent of the state? What will I do with their photographs? Who would see
these pictures? How can they be sure of their privacy and safety? Prospective social
actors often asked these questions. Spouses, especially female, needed consent from their
partners and on a number of occasions this resulted in social actors declining to
participate. At other times spouses did not mind being in the frame, but resisted parting
with copies of images of their children. These fears were indeed valid considering my
status as an outsider looking inward into their private lives, adding to the difficulty of
photo-elicitation as compared to primarily oral interviews.

In fact this problem distinguishes my use of photo-elicitation from known
previous work. In his discussion of photo-elicitation, Banks (200 I) outlines similar
motivations for the use of family photographs in fieldwork pertinent to some of the issues
discussed earlier. A number of research projects utilising photo-elicitation are offered as
instances, most focusing on the photograph's ability to mediate and lead to discussions
much broader than or totally removed from the actual content or materiality of the
photograph. But it is the works of French anthropologist and psychologist Yannick
Geffroy (1990) that explores the use of family photographs to elicit accounts from people
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directly connected to the photographs. Geffroy (1990) recalls how the elderly woman he
was interviewing resorted to her old collections of family pictures in order to make her
story more vivid when faced with the difficulty of telling some distant past. For Geffroy,
this was a moment of revelation. However, it is the sensitive. nature of this particular
domestic collection, entangled in human social relations (Banks, 200 I), for example,
during conditions of instability and crisis, that is not articulated in any detail in both
Geffroy's work and Bank's discussion. This is the problem I encountered by approaching
my research through narratives around family photographs, of directly connected
subjects, who happen to be immigrants, with unstable political statuses in a new and
strange location.

In cases where I was successful in gaining permission to work with the families, the
practical issue of encouraging them to devote the time required to compile and plough
through the photographs was hard to arrange, especially with working families. The
social actors introduced in chapter three, in particular, had vast family album collections.
It would have been difficult, though possible, to sift through the photographs with them,

but this process would have created another logistical problem, that of scanning
thousands of images on my own and evaluating their individual merit prior to any
analysis. It took approximately fifteen minutes to fully process one image into my digital
archive, including all cropping and colour correction. For this reason, participants were
encouraged to undertake the sorting of the images into the kind of linear or non-linear
categories or order that they thought would best account for their lives. I fully
acknowledge the limitations of this process - the censorship that could have taken placebut such constraints would still have been inevitable even if I had had the means to
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engage with all their collections. In other cases, particularly with reference to the social
actors discussed in chapter four, the images were too few; the least settled of my social
actors, their transient lives were evident in the number of family photographs they had
with them. This was initially disappointing for me, since I worried that the narrative
would be less textured. I acknowledged also that this particular situation was in itself an
object of critique, since it offered some insight into the nature of their lived experience.
Moreover, in most cases, we deviated from the images into longer discussions about their
lives. Because these were families with young children, in one case as many as five, the
discussion of the images had the potential to be chaotic, with children pulling at their
mother, at the photographs and at my camera and recording devices. Their voices are a
constant presence in my recordings.

In the actual process of recording, I sat behind or beside the narrator with a camera
pointing at the photo album while the participants contemplated individual photographs,
recalling events and memories, digressing into related or unrelated accounts and pausing
to issue commands or attend to their children, visitors or even a phone call. I asked
questions about particular accounts and this probing led to further questions and longer
narratives. The recording device, until unscrupulous policemen in Nigeria damaged it
during a field trip that I made in 2004, was a portable video camera. Afterwards I resorted
to a combination of a still camera and an audio recorder, but this set-up was not as
satisfactory. The video camera allowed me to cue the images with the narratives and
associate each account easily with an image in the photo album. With the still camera, I
depended on still shots of a series of images that figured prominently in our discussions,
which I mentally cued with the recording in the audio device; this was less effective
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when it came to analysing the data. The video camera also allowed for a post-recording
filtering of the images; I could take away all the images discussed during a session and
extract or scan as I watched and listened to the recording, which made it easier to select
those images that would potentially feature in my analysis. If nothing was said about an
image, if I found no real merit in it, or if it were simply a repetition, I would skip it and
stay with images that did not have these drawbacks. Narratives did not always need to be
sustained for me to feel them to be significant. A simple identification - 'this is my son',
'my brother', 'in the kitchen', 'my car' - could, through its connection to previous
narratives and my own subjective understanding of the social actors' lives, elevate the
image to a level of critical importance. I was able to do this also with the combination of
still image cues and audio recording, but with less precision.

In my analysis of the materials, I found that some images that I considered of
consequence had not been scanned. In some cases it was too late to acquire them because
the social actors had left the country, either of or without their own accord. The originals
of the individual family albums were returned soon after the archiving of the selected
images was completed. The deployment of a selective process of choosing and isolation,
of what I thought relevant or not, raises questions concerning the extent of my reflexivity.
Reflexivity is both a strategic process and a textual practice of self-reference, a conscious
evaluation of the implications of the researcher's presence on the research subject and
product (Marcus 1998; Davies 1999; Atkinson 200 I). Marcus, drawing from both
feminist theory and anthropology, refers to it as the politics of positioning and location.
The term location is situated in relation to reflexivity because of its anthropological
context of elaborate SUbjectivist accounts of fieldwork experience. Nonetheless, Marcus
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considers reflexivity in anthropology as tending to open up the possibility of a so-called
polyphonic text or a completely collaborative project while also, more often than not,
reinforcing the perspective and voice of the lone, introspective fieldworker (1998). I
acknowledge this expression of self in the process of both fieldwork and its subsequent
articulation, while, contrary to Marcus, the process of photo-elicitation presupposes a
dialogue, continuous collaboration and a layering of both my. voice as a reader of the
photographic text and the voice of the social actors as interpreters of their own histories.
Clifford (1986: 15) calls this 'dialogism' or 'polyphony', a juxtaposition of subjectivi ties
and voices.

This study further examines other forms for cultural meaning. For example, in chapter
two, I drew some of my descriptions and analysis from the minutes and constitution
document (i.e., the documents of an archive) of the community group Nwannedinamba.
Visual material such as their 2004 almanac and photographs of their events and practices,
which I documented over a period of three years, are part of the repertoire of objects
critiqued and problematised in my discussion of the Nigerian family's communality in
Ireland. While domestic archival documents remain crucial in my approach to cultural
research and meaning-making, they are not entirely sufficient for understanding and
thickly describing the complex and textured layers of everyday life and practices of the
Nigerian family. For instance, to make sense of a culture by accounting for human
relationships with objects, it is crucial that these relationships are narrated by the subjects
as well as observed by the researcher. Thus, while I approached everyday life practices
and material culture as framed in the family photograph and as described by Nigerian
families through them, I also needed to maintain a proximity to these relations, to
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participate

In

a sustained fashion in the spaces of cultural production, and to keep a

critical eye on their manifestations.

Following Multiple and Connected Sites

My subject position as a Nigerian migrant whose everyday life in Ireland was directly
connected to the lives of the subjects described in this study, together with its attendant
consequences of familiarity, are issues I have previously discussed. This connection with
communities in my study marks a distinction between my status in these sites as a
participant observer and the 'native'lresearcher dichotomy or schism in the practice of
occidental anthropologists (for example, Malinowski, Mead, Geertz) from whom the
concept of ethnographic participant observation emerged (Clifford 1998). It is a position
that reflects an ongoing shift from anthropology's established disposition as a discourse
of alterity (Fabian 1983; 1991; 2000) towards a looking within, which Russell (1999)
acknowledges in contending that our home and our neighbours have also become sites of
cultural analysis. My intention here is not to dwell on any perceived novelty in inverting
an enshrined discipline of alterity, but rather to map briefly my 'positioning' and
'location' (Marcus 1998: 196-200) in three different sites of Nigerian familial
transformation in Ireland - the Direct Provision Centre, the homes of settled Nigerian
families, and the communal spheres.

Marcus contends that ethnography's pursuit of 'cultural logics' has led it to a realisation
that meaning is embedded inside a 'world system' that cuts across a variety of discursive
dimensions, physical sites and disciplinary contexts, necessitating the departure from
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'single site' ethnography towards a 'multi-sited' ethnographic practice that examines the
'circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in diffuse time-space' (1998: 79).
The 'world system' here encompasses modem interlocking institutions itnd phenomena
such as states, borders, policy, migration, globalisation, universities and others.
'Strategies of quite literally following connections, associations and putative relationships
are thus at the very heart of designing multi-sited ethnographic research' (1998: 81). Yet
has ethnographic fieldwork not always been multi-sited? Has it not always participated in
and reflected experience across related sites? For Marcus ethnographic fieldwork, even
when it focuses on a single site, has always been multi-sited in both the material and the
theoretical connections made. However, disciplinary perceptions about what the object of
study should be often bind and constrain its effective field. Liberation from this
disciplinary stifling comes from the contingencies of the postmodem world, where the
lines between physical locations, discursive dimensions and disciplinary practices are
blurred. For instance, an ethnographic project located within the context of gender studies
or geography needs to account for other discursive fields related to gender and geography
and is therefore contextually multi-sited. In the same vein, an ethnographic examination
of a given migratory constituency needs to recognise the mobility associated with
migration and border crossings in order to make relevant connections. As Marcus notes:
[I]ndeed, the persuasiveness of the broader field that such ethnography maps and
constructs is in the capacity to make connections through translations and tracings
among distinctive discourses from site to site ... Multi-sited ethnography is
designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions and juxtapositions of
locations, in which the ethnographer establishes some form of literal, physical
presence, with an explicit, posited logic of association or connection among sites
that in fact define the argument of the ethnography (ibid.: 84, 90).
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The practice that Marcus succinctly elaborates here involves a constructive tracing,
mapping, articulating and following of people, things, discourses, stories or plots,
everyday life and conflicts. It is this contemporary mobility of the ethnographic object
across physical sites, borders and contexts (Olwig and Hastrup 1997; Coleman and
Collins 2006) and the need to expound on the connections along its paths that has led to
such framing of the 'field' as 'global ethnoscapes' and the conceptualisation of the once
fixed, stable and 'over there' ethnographic object as 'transnational' (Appadurai 1991).

The multi-sitedness of this research, at an epistemological level, is already implicit in its
multidisciplinarity and the range of discursive fields in which it is situated. It is also
ethnographically multi-sited through the connections it makes across the sites of
structural exclusion, regulation and regimentation in the form of the Direct Provision
Centre, spaces of settled everyday life practices and spheres of communality; sites which
Nigerian family subjects in Ireland pass through and inhabit. Those who operate in and
inhabit these sites leave traces and connections that veer back and forth between Nigeria
and Ireland. This research project establishes and traces the systematic progressions and
interconnections between the sites that are a consequence of the agency of actors in and
outside the specific field-sites.

My first experience with a Direct Provision Centre was in 2000. For a period of nine
months, I lived in one of the centres in Dundalk and I maintained a relationship with it for
much longer through established connections with people living and working there and
later through this research project. The Direct Provision Centre was the last field site I
'formally' established, a consequence of my personal relationship with the location and
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the concept of Direct Provision. It inundated me with personal memories of exclusion,
vulnerability, prejudice and uncertainty to such an extent that to remove myself from it
and see it critically became a burden. Following and documenting the lives of Nigerian
families still in the system was akin to touching a rattlesnake's tail. It implanted the
painful fangs of the realities of such daily life, close up, allied with the knowledge that as
a researcher this reality was my object and there was not much I could do to help people
who also hoped for some redemption. The Direct Provision Centre, however, a site of
structural transformation for the Nigerian families who inhabit it, cannot be ignored in an
account of Nigerian family formations and transformation in Ireland. It is here that many
such families startled their lives as asylum seekers and, depending on various
circumstances, were forcefully removed from the state, voluntarily moved into the
undocumented economy or progressed into more settled lives. Material generated from
this field site forms the basis for discussion in chapter four.

The majority of Nigerians who entered a Direct Provision Centre between the late 1990s
and 2003 left, through various means of regularisation, and started settled lives in
mainstream Irish or, as I would describe it, free society. Based around an ethnographic
account of four Nigerian families, chapter three seeks to articulate forms of familial
formation or transformation taking place at this level; these are drawn from narratives
about the family photographs of the families concerned, together with my participation in
the lives of individual families. Part of this fieldwork also followed some of the
participants to their homes and connections in Nigeria.
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Nigerian familial formations in Ireland can be witnessed at the level of the regulated and
regimented spaces of exclusion and at the level of free society. But also, drawing on
traditional notions of communality within cultures in Nigeria (Achebe 1958; Fadipe
1970; Babatunde 1992) that project a communal ideal paramount to individualism and
tantamount to familiality, it became imperative to direct critical attention at Nigerian
communal spaces, alliances and affiliations as sites of familial performance, formations
and structures. Before I realised this I was already connected with one such group in
Ireland, an Igbo group by the name of Nwannedinamba, established in 2002 and based in
Dundalk where I was living at the time. In this case, the community group acted as a
point of departure. By selecting this communal space as a field site, I made the transition
from being merely a member of the group into being a member and also a researcher of
the group's dynamics. In chapter three, I articulate the group's archive, my experience as
a participant in the group and in other Nigerian communal spheres, as well as
photographic documentations of related events and practices, which I put together
between 2003 and 2006.

In effect, I explored from a hermeneutic standpoint three different spheres of Nigerian
familial performance and formation in Ireland: spaces of regulation and regimentation,
free society and the communal setting. This work does not claim to have exhaustively
mapped and represented the spaces and structures of Nigerian familial formation through
a reading of them as culturally symbolic texts, but hopes rather to have created a visible
map of these specific sites along with the connections between them, the interactions
between the subjects, the spaces and the institutional powers they represent, the agency of
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the subjects in these processes, and my own subject position as an interpreter of such
texIs. It is to the activity of interpretation and representation that I now tum.

IV

Figu re 1.7: This was when my husband came in 2002. This picture was taken at the same period.
Wltenever he comes around, we always take lots of photographs, some of which he takes back
with him to remember us (interview with Ada, 2003).
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Above is a family photograph belonging to Ada, one of the participating social actors in
this study, showing her husband and children. The photograph was taken in 2002 when
her husband came to visit them in Ireland. Below the image is Ada's narrative of the
photograph, reminiscing upon her husband's transnational status, living in Nigeria and
paying periodic visits to his family in Ireland, when family photographs are taken to
memorialise his visit and to communicate the family's condition to people back home. In
the representation of Nigerian family formations in Ireland, I draw on these personal
interpretations of the familial image, contemplating, for example, not only Ada's
narratives, but also what the image says about her and her account of it. Here the visual
material is used not only in the generation of accounts of a life, but also in the act of its
representation. The project of representation in this study involves a strategic and critical
appraisal of various elements in synchrony: objects/photographs in the domestic archive;
narratives derived from them; and aesthetic and formal rearticulations and interventions
on the archival objects. In what follows, I elaborate further on what I mean by aesthetic
and formal rearticulation of the archival image, which can also be regarded as a strategic
masking of the original image.

Masking: Reconstituting Domestic Archival Material

During the period of my fieldwork, I encountered much reluctance and outright resistance
from Nigerian families whom I approached to participate in my study. Such a disposition
was not informed by a general antipathy towards researchers; rather, it was because of the
centrality of the visual, my interest in private and intimate objects such as their family
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photographs. As members of a migrant constituency with varying degrees of insecurity
regarding their political status, the evidential nature of the family photographic document
CQuid not be overlooked, presenting as it did several aspects of their lives, including
relationships, networks, events in various sites on their migratory routes, familial rites
and spaces. Effectively, when placed in a public context, such visual representations
CQuid undermine aspects of their existence by compromising strategic claims aimed at
preserving and securing their right to stay in Ireland; they might also uncover and reveal
aspects of domestic lives not meant to be made public. My visit to Ada's family after
they returned to Nigeria in 2004 provides a concrete example of such fears. Throughout
my contact with Ada in Ireland I had been unaware that her husband knew little of the
centrality of their private images to the study that I was conducting. I was also naive
about the importance of such privacy, secrecy and anonymity. During my visit to their
home in Nigeria, Ada's husband came to understand what I was doing and vehemently
opposed my use of their family photographs. 'What is done in secret', he declared,
'shQuld remain secret'. He was, however, comfortable with the interviews themselves.
The phrase 'what is done in secret' I understood to refer to processes of migration, routes
and translation (the term I use to refer to the varying meanings given to migrant strategies
of self-preservation). For these families, a strategy that falls foul' of state law might take
on a wholly legitimate dimension in the context of transnational survival. Secrecy here
also refers to family matters not destined for public consumption. These issues led me to
think about the means by which such concerns could be theoretically and aesthetically
articulated.

67

In order to address these concerns, to keep 'what is done in secret' secret, I had to enter
into a bond of confidentiality and devise textual and artistic strategies for its preservation.
The image, the individuals and the objects that are framed in it - the visible evidence had to be subjected to a rigorous process of concealment, disfiguration, defacement,
effacement or masking. Does not the tradition of masking (particularly within the African
context) derive its form from acts of secrecy, fear, mystery and violence? Achebe (I958)
illustrates this custom in his description of the masking tradition of the fictional Igbo clan
of Umuofia in Things Fall Apart. The clan members, through the logic of explaining the
absence of a distinguished male member of the clan in a gathering, had an inkling of the
face behind the mask. But this knowledge was never spoken; the secret had to remain
secret in order to maintain itself, to mystify, to terrorise, to lend itself to curiosity and
multiple meanings. Also masking, though in large part an aesthetic and theatre tradition
of secrecy and concealment, is always, I would argue, in a relation with violence. 19 A
metaphor can be seen in the event in which agents of the colonial establishment defied
this code of secrecy and unmasked a sacred masquerade in Achebe's Umuofia,
unleashing a fury from the local community which in tum cost lives and property.

The sociologist Simrnel leads us toward a more contemporary notion of this relation with
violence:
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[T]he secret society emerges everywhere as the counterpart of despotism and
police restriction, as the protection of both the defensive and the offensive in the
struggle against the overwhelming pressure of central powers - by no means of
political powers only, but also of the church, as well as school classes and
families (1964: 347).

Simmel elaborates on the dimensions of secrecy in contemporary society that manifest as
both defensive and offensive mechanisms of self-preservation. It appears in the form of
police regulations, deportation procedures shrouded in secrecy and such restrictions as I
experienced during my fieldwork in the Direct Provision Centre, where I was forbidden
to take photographs. Other manifestations of secrecy include those of Ada's family and
others, who subscribed to the violence of masking or defacing their private family
photographs in order to provide protection from the anticipated violence of state
structures should their faces become evidence of their migratory strategies and everyday
life 20 Because of their relation to some kind of violence, these acts of secrecy or
concealment emerge as both defensive and offensive mechanisms.

It is therefore in response to these subtle connections between concealment, secrecy and

violence that I embarked on the ethically and artistically strategic process of defacing the
copies of family photographs entrusted to me by these Nigerian families - a defacement
that amounts to some kind of violent act upon the domestic image. As to the process
itself, I digitally cropped the faces of the subjects in the family photographs, altering
features, such as skin colour, dentition, eyes, nose, cheek and collar bones, to the point
where the individual represented becomes unidentifiable. Their consent to being rendered
anonymous in this way demonstrates the extent of the vulnerability and fear felt by these
familial subjects as a result of their prior involvement in clandestine transnational
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processes, as well as a longing to keep their lives private. Such lives have faces, but faces
that dare not show themselves. Intervention with the surface of the family photograph is
not restricted to the faces of the people contained in it. The process of concealment is
extended to objects within the frame, including the paint on walls, doors and cars. In one
instance, I accentuated a painting on a wall because it comments on specific signifiers of
class without revealing its owners' identity. In another, framed family photographs
hanging on walls were erased or blurred because of their evidential nature. In yet other
instances, objects became framing devices deployed in order to create a visual balance of
colour, tone, texture and depth or to direct the audience's gaze to specific objects in the
frame. However, while making these visual adjustments, I leave obvious traces to show
that an intervention has taken place, that the images are a parody of their original. By
integrating the accounts connected to the photographs in this study, while extrapolating
and replacing the faces in the photographs and reformulating other elements in the
photograph's frame, one can see the life without seeing its real face.

The creative articulations which I perform on the surfaces of these images are not limited
to the preservation of anonymity. Such interventions become a different form of
ethnographic textualisation. I reflect on my experience of the lives of individuals in these
families, their experiences, attributes, gestures and mannerisms. Through a deliberate
ex:aggeration of garments, the colouring of the lips, the mobile phone being held, the car
in the background, I project such experiences and perceptions. During an ethnographic
encounter with a particular family a relative was described as obtrusive, which led to my
strategic blurring of his image in a group photograph, at once projecting and realising the
desire of the said subject in the imaginary sphere of the transformed photograph. Thus,
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the reconstituted photographs are both visual and conceptual commentaries on my
experience with these families as well as a critique of the conditions and realities that
necessitated the act of defacing these photographs in the first place.

Simmel (1959) suggests that 'secrecy magnifies reality' (cited in Taussig 1999: 56) In
seeking the secret, one is also revealing what then becomes a non-secret. The act of
secrecy thus underpins a much broader reality, which becomes evident both in the act of
effacing the image and within the effaced image. As Taussig argues:
Defacement is like Enlightenment. It brings insides outside, unearthing
knowledge, and revealing mystery. As it does this, however, as it spoliates and
tears a tegument, it may also animate the thing defaced and the mystery revealed
may become more mysterious, indicating the curious magic upon which
Enlightenment, in its elimination of magic, depends (1999: 3-4).

In addition to providing a stylistic orientation and conceptual framework for my visual
practice, which has become in this sense a project aestheticising secrecy and doing
violence to the private familial image, this is also a process of enlightenment, a
paradoxical relation with reality and everyday life. The images, masked and effaced, take
on an aura of mystery, begging revelation of their underlying realities qua infinity. This is
a critical and practical consideration of the ethical and real issues of my social actors'
safety, stability and privacy, which in tum magnifies the social reality of fear, anonymity,
parallel systems of social existence, class, privacy, secrecy and more, in relation to the
Nigerian family migrant subject in Ireland. Allied to the violence of defacement, the
ordinary snapshot photographs, sometimes pale or blurry from the inexperienced
photographer, at other times worn and tom, acquire a different life. In addition to being
historical documents they also become pieces of art, and, as such, will inhabit alternative
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and future spaces, contexts and fonus which are discussed in the concluding chapter to
the thesis.

Imaginative Composition of Reality

The project of representation involves, to a large extent, a critique of objects in the
domestic archive and the narratives derived from them, as well as what I have described
above as the masked image and its recontextualisation as art. A specific ontology of
corporeality and its representation needs to be examined in order to situate this discursive
paradigm of presenting a specific textual and visual account of Nigerian familial life in
[reland through a deconstruction of both reconstructed domestic images and ethnographic
narratives connected to them. This is an ontology that acknowledges that cultural
knowledge and interpretation are irreducible to a given objectivity and total ising reality,
that, in fact, cultural and social actions are imaginative perfonuances that require
recognition (Clifford 1986; Willis 2000).

Levinas's philosophical discussion of'exteriority and the face' (1969: 187-240) provides
an account of the nature of cultural representation when considered outside the context of
ethical relations with the 'other' in which it is situated. For Levinas, perception and
experience, upon which academic representations of society and culture are based,
privilege the senses (vision, for example) to account for what is given in existence. [fthis
is taken to be the case, how can the masked and reconstituted image in this study offer a
representation of a definite and objective reality? Can Ada's account, drawn from her
family photographs, be taken as truth or reality, considering the disposition towards
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privacy and secrecy? As a researcher and visual practitioner, how can my limitation to a
mediated experience of my subjects be evaluated?

In order to relate to the ambivalence of what is obtained by the senses, I consider this
detailed articulation of experience and its representation. Following Plato, Levinas argues
that the object given to vision is situated there because of its relationship with light;
'vision is therefore a relationship with a "something" (object) established within a
relation with what is not a "something" (light) (ibid.: 189). The light empties space and
makes it appear as a void, in which the object of our vision is situated. Levinas argues
further that vision's experience of this 'openness', which is the void laid bare by light,
explains the privileging of objectivity: 'Vision is a forgetting of the there is because of
the essential satisfaction, the agreeableness ... of sensibility, enjoyment, contentment with
the finite without concem for the infinite' (ibid.: 191). In other words Levinas is
suggesting that the ease and tangibility of our experience of 'something', for instance an
object, elevates such an impression to the level of fact but leads to what is for Levinas the
'there is' being overlooked. The 'there is' which eludes vision is the void from which
light drives out darkness, thus revealing the 'something' or object. It remains an
'indeterminate density that has no meaning prior to discourse' (ibid.: 187-93). What
Levinas refers to as the 'something' is thus finite, tangible and amenable to fixed
categories, while the 'there is' is a relation in which objects given to vision are involved,
assuming some meaning only after interpretation.

This infinite 'openness', this indeterminate void that is meaningless prior to discourse, is
what Levinas refers to as the 'face' and its revelation as 'speech'. The infiniteness of
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openness, which is the 'face', exists only in a relation with the 'other' and maintains its
exteriority. Therefore, 'the exteriority of a being is inscribed in its essence'. The 'face',
for Levinas, is an 'overflowing'; it does not give its interiority or open up its contents
willingly. Levinas relates the exteriority of the 'face' to an epiphany, a revelation, which
is 'speech' or language, and thus contends that language, which 'presupposes the
originality of the face', can subsist only as an 'expression' in giving the exteriority of the
'face' (ibid.: 196). He argues:
Expression ·does not consist in giving us the Other's interiority. The Other who
expresses himself precisely does not give himself, and accordingly retains the
freedom to lie. But deceit and veracity already presuppose the absolute
authenticity of the face ... an ambiguity, moreover, in which all values move ...
what we call the face is precisely this exceptional presentation of self by self,
incommensurable with the presentation of realities simply given, always suspect
of some swindle, always possibly dreamt up (ibid.: 202).
What I am trying to convey here is that, in our position as interpreters of ~ulture (whose
subject, the 'face', is analogous), we are confined to this ambiguity of expression upon
which no absolute claim can be made to objectivity, to truth or non-truth, nor to the real. I
argue that subjects of culture and everyday life, being subject to mUltiple relations, offer
only an exteriority in terms of those signs and codes tliey issue and upon which we create
a cogent corpus of knowledge, that is, discourse. Critical realists argue that objectivity
can be maintained by bypassing, so to speak, the exteriority of the 'face' and the
expression which it gives and observing instead consistent forms of relations between
social actors (Bhaskar 1975; Coolier 1994; Sayer 2006). In effect, objective realism
would be an exercise in futility; therefore, in Levinas' s terms, what is observed, being
language, is only possible when 'speaking' renounces its function as action and returns to
its ambiguous 'essence as expression'. What is observed is an expression of self by self
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or a relation between self and other; a sign embodied in language. As Levinas further
argues:
Signification is infinite, but infinity does not present itself to a transcendental
thought, nor even to meaningful activity, but presents itself in the Other; the Other
faces me and puts me in question and obliges me by his essence qua infinity. That
'something' we call signification arises in being with language because the
essence of language is the relation with the Other (1969: 206).
How then to articulate signs as expressions? Critical realism or realism as critique
is a realisation of the primacy of the sign as language. Cultural representation needs to
account for this 'openness' of the 'face' given to us in language (Geertz 1973; Clifford
1988; Willis 2000). As the Russian writer Bakhtin suggests, the 'intentionality' of the
sign, of language, is circumscribed (1953: 293). As Levinas argues:
Utilising a sign is therefore not limited to substituting an indirect relation for the
direct relation with a thing, but permits me to render the things offerable [my
emphasis], detach them from my own usage, alienate them, render them exterior
(1969: 209).
In representing the Nigerian family transformation in Ireland, I acknowledge myself in
the presence of the said 'face', (to stabilise this concept literally), a relation mediated
through expression and language. This includes the 'face/s' who are the subject of my
critique and those who are audience to my expressions in this study. Our relation is one
with language, with expression, where meaning is ambiguous and infinite. My social
actors render their signs 'offerable'; I in tum render my representation 'offerable' by, for
example, masking the image through a reflexive engagement with my social actors' lives
and narratives.

Rather than lay claim in this study to any objective and tactile realism, I present an
expression of the real through a dialectical relationship between modes of cultural
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production and representation, grounded in aesthetics, yet underpinned by a rational viewof the world, given, as Levinas argues, that 'language not only serves reason but is
reason' (1969: 207). We do not only reveal fragments of our inner lives irrespective of
the relationship; 'What is more, these fragments are not a representative selection, but
one made from the standpoint of reason, value, and relation to the listener and his
understanding' (SimmeI1964: 312).

In effect, the dialectic I seek to achieve between visual practice and cultural epistemes 21
is the poetic form in which Clifford and Marcus (1986) and Clifford (1988) have
previously argued. On the one hand, culture and its embodied meaning is seen as a 'void'
of 'openness', as infinity, open to signification, expression and aestheticisation through
language, from various points of view (Aniakor 1996). The points of view include my
own personal experience and subject positions, my reflections on the politics of the
domestic photographic archive, my sustained immersion in the ethnographic field and a
critical reflection upon these various experiences.
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Notes

I

Nigerian literary icons - Shoyinka (1996) and Achebe (1987) - offer interesting and insightful

representations of Nigerian politics and soeiery through this period in its history.
2

Oguibe

and Enwezor (1999), in two separate chapters, refer to the centrality of political

activism and, more importantly, of 'primitivism' or 'traditionalism' in African art as a fann of

cultural essentialism instigated and perpetuated by occidental connoisseurs who predetermine,
through patronage and alliance to 'hegemonic' art establishments, what constitutes acceptable
African art. The counter-hegemonic argument proffered by these scholars is not that political
discourse in African art continues to feed this essentialist disposition; rather, they argue that
appreciation of the work of African artists should be based on the same criteria of universalism as
that of occidental artists. In my view, the emergent visual practices and politics of patronage,
rather than being discarded, beg for a critique within the wider framework of contemporary,
postcolonial African culture.
J

The Direct Provision Centre is explained in greater detail in chapter four, where 1 articulate the

'lived experience of social actors in one such Centre in Dublin.

, See 'Introduction' in Highmore (2002) for a critieal'view on what constitutes the 'everyday' as
well as scholarly approaches to this particular subject area. For Highmore, everyday life is
commonly sought in both 'particular' and 'generalised' notions of daily life, yet an
acknowledgement of the interstitial spaces and events sandwiched between the binary of the
particular or individualistic and the regular or generalised is critical to an understanding of it.
, Dikovitskaya (2006), for example, presents a robust discussion of the contested paradigms,
discourses and intersections between art history, cultural studies and visual culture, together with
a presentation of the historical antecedents of visual culture as a scholarly practice.
6

Jameson (1998a) echoes Baudrillard (1998), who voices similar theoretical positions on the

nature of the postmodem.
7

For further discussions on the 'pluralist', 'mimetic', post-subject nature of postmodernism, the

death of modernist rationalism and objectivity and the position of late capitalism and
globalisation on postmodern practices, see, for example, Jameson (1991; 1998b) and Lyotard
(1984; 1998)
8

Fabian (1996) illustrates how forms of visual practice and popular culture, in this case popular

Zairian painting, can embark on projects which account for specific national histories.
9

Participant observation, as conceptulised by renowned anthropologists including Bronislaw

Malinowski, Edward Evans-Pritchard, Margaret Mead and Clifford Geertz is an established social
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research method broadly used to describe research deploying ethnographic methods. Walcott
(J 999) offers a critique of this generalisation in addition to a discussion of the particular defining

fearures of participant observation. Other critical evaluations include (Geertz, 1977; Dilthey,
1976; Spradley, 1980; Clifford, 1988: 21-55; Hume and Mulcock, 2004) and in a Nigerian
ethnographic context, see Ezeh (2003).
10

What I mean by defamiliarisation is the very process of elevating what is common in my view,

what seems of little scholarly consequence because of my embeddedness in it, into objects of
critique, looking at them with a stranger's eye. This idea of defamiliarisation is projected in
literary works that draw on the common and the everyday, while more recently mundane acts of
communal living and individual daily chores have been transformed into objects of entertainment
and critique in reality TV shows such as Big Brother. George, the President of the community
group Nwannedinamba described in chapter two, expressed his amazement and amusement to me

at the ways in which things he regarded as unremarkable in the activities of the group were
discussed and put into a context that made tangible objects of them. This was after I gave him a
draft of my work to read. For him, they took on a new life and he could view himself, with the
eyes of a stranger, as an actor in the chapter. It can perhaps be argued that Russian formalism
(Shklovsky 1917) was a pioneering attempt to theorise the process of making the familiar
unfamiliar and the unfamiliar familiar. Marcus offers a different view of de familiarisation,

In

which 'subjects' familiar in European and American localities are juxtaposed with subjects

III

work conducted 'abroad' in order to render them unfamiliar, 'placing familiar subjects in
unfamiliar or even shocking contexts' (1999: 137). This view reinforces specific discourses in
cultural alterity, not only showing that the other remains an object of occidental fascination, but
also suggesting that in looking at ourselves, we need to embed the 'fetish' in order to attract
attention. As George demonstrated in his personal response to my work on Nwannedinamba,
when I gave his a draft to read, the common can be rendered uncommon without immersing it in

the 'fetish'.
II

Some of the initial interrogations of the cultures of Nigeria by indigenous scholars are to be

found in the work of Uchendu (1965), Fadipe (1970), Onwuejeogwu (1975), Ifemesia (1979) and
Alliakor (1979). More recently Nigerian art historians (Abiodun 1989; Oguibe 1995) among
others have written on Nigerian art, which used to be the exclusive preserve of occidental
scholars.
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12

This is an instance of reverse anthropology. The ethnographic field of Watanabe (2005), a

Japanese student at Harvard, included both upper and middle-class American constituencies in
Boston Watanabe.
13

See, for example, the work of Ifemesia (1979); Dike and Ekejiuba (1990); and Ezeh (2003).

14

My use of focus groups is mainly a way of bringing the voices of members of the researched

community into the process of defining the object of research and of teasing out emerging
discourses with them. It is also about opening up to oral history and the views of community
leaders and members in addition to informal and unsolicited accounts of gossip. Focus groups
have become popular in qualitative research in recent years; see, for example, Morgan (1997).
"Nnoli (1978) advances this argument.
16

There is another formulation, which Barthes calls the 'punctum', a 'second element which will

disturb the studium ... for punctum is also: sting, speck, cut, iittle hole - and also a cast of a dice.
A photograph's punctum is that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to
me)' (Barthes 1981: 27).
17

See Enwezor et al. (2002).

18

lkenga is a god object, usually in the form of a short wooden staff, specific to the Igbo of

eastern Nigeria.
19

For further discussions on masking m African traditions, see Enekwe (1987); Ottenberg

(1975); and Cole (1985).
20

One example can be found in the plight of the Somali-born former Dutch lawmaker Ayaan

Hirsi Ali, who resigned her position 2006 and would have been stripped of her Dutch citizenship
but for a late change of mind by immigration minister Rita Verdonk under pressure from political
and interest groups. Her predicament began when she unmasked an inconsistency in her claims
for asylum.
21

I use the word 'episteme' here in the Foucauldian sense to underline a traditional distinction

between art and anthropology in order to raise a debated claim of anthropology to scientificity.
For Foucault, '[t]he episteme is the 'apparatus' which makes possible the separation, not of the
true from the false, but of what may from what may not be characterised as 'scientific' within a
given epoch' ( 1977: 197). See also Foucault (1966).
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Chapter Two

Nwannedinamba: Transnationalism and the Creation of
Communality

Figure 2.1: [This] reminds me not only of my own infancy but that at some stage in this life we
look unto others for care or support. It could be in time of infancy, need, sickness, old age, loss
and bereavement, or even joyful celebrations, etc ... As the sayings go, 'a tree does not make a
forest.' 'No one is an island.' We really need one another for helpful solutions. When that
happens, we'll never feel lonely, deserted, and unloved. 1 wonder if illnesses such as depression
can amict people if we are mindful of one another (interview with George, President of
N"'annedinamba, 2005).'

My point of departure for an ethnographic discussion of Nigerian families in Ireland is an

exploration of their communal constitution and deployment. It was during my initial
association with Nwannedinamba, the community group that is the chapter's focus of
attention, that I met Ada, a member of the first family to participate in this project.
Though accidental, my encounter with Ada's family in the context of group participation
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captures the relationship between communality and family in the Igbo sociocultural
context in ·which Nwannedinamba is situated - a traditional relationship in which
community is privileged over the family. An analytical framing of Nwannedinamba will
serve to introduce and examine the contestation between traditional Igbo communality
and cosmopolitan individualism, as well as the performance of transnational citizenship,
cultural identity and gender that are contingent on the conditions of transnationalism in
Ireland.

The Nigerian families in Ireland that will be the subject of ethnographic discussion in
chapters three and four established both coherent and loose forms of association in their
different sites of operation, through their involvement in faith communities, migrant
groups, friendship linkages, ethnic community associations and other social networks.
Some of these social structures acted not only as sites of socialisation, but also as systems
of support in a society where Nigerian families struggled to establish a stable presence,
where their difference is marked and where the established support systems and networks
of their country of origin are in most cases absent from their lives. Such support
structures are reminiscent of the concept of 'strategic essentialism' (Spivak 1993),
mobilisations around ethnic and other shared identities. 2 However, strategic mobilisation
of this kind stands in marked contrast to the distance from the extended family to which a
number of the social actors discussed in chapters three and four aspire and which they
claim is part of the allure of the Irish transnational site. Such a development is indicative
of a resistance to the complexities of communality and kinship implied in
conceptualisations of the traditional family in Nigeria, and an inclination towards more
nuclear and individuated formations. This phenomenon of the individualisation of the
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family led to the decline of the extended family and other social and communal networks
and support structures, precipitating the need for alternative systems of support in Ireland,
such as ethnically configured community groups.

Traditionally, most cultures

III

Nigeria operated communally, with the community

superseding the individual. 3 Scholars such as Adepoju (1995), Hance (1970) and
Mabogunje (1993) have written on how pre-colonial agrarian economies subsistent on
communal formations and extended family structures were destabilized by colonial and
postcolonial urbanisation and capitalist interests. Migration to urban centres for work and
business, the establishment of centres of political power and economic activity and the
subsequent instability of those structures in the capitalist state created new systems of
social organisation that stood in sharp contrast to traditional forms of social structuring.
This societal transformation prompted individual agents of postcolonial Nigerian society
to renegotiate communal and familial relations. As a receiving state, Ireland posed new
challenges for Nigerian migrants and in effect offered them a platform for further renegotiation, as has been the case in other countries where Nigerians have settled.

In her insightful work on the life of West African families in Britain, Ellis (1978)
explores this notion of a collective sense of family and subsequent cultural conflicts in a
transnational context, while articulating the difficulties faced by Nigerian families living
in Britain in the 1960s and 1970s. Specifically, she does so in relation to childcare. Ellis
describes the cultural dilemma of West Africans who, in accordance with social and
cultural expectations, bore children with their spouses while living as students in
precarious economic circumstances. These Nigerian parents worked part-time to support
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their studies and/or those of their spouses, who also frequently worked part-time. The
couples' situation in England distanced them from the usual help provided by their
extended families and forced them to resort to foster care either by private arrangement or
through social workers. Ellis argues that the distance created between the West African
families and their fostered child or children was misconstrued in many cases as
irresponsibility or indirect adoption: while for the West African families involved the
sense of collective responsibility and of family as a communal construct was embedded
in their way of life. Stapleton writes in the same volume:
Fostering is almost entirely with kin. It is seen as a normal part of the social
process, and is one way family members help one another: a woman who is
childless will beg a child from her more fortunate sister; a mother who is on her
own will be sent a grandchild to keep her company; a civil servant in the city will
accept his brother's child as a member of the family so that he may benefit from
better educational opportunities (1978: 28).
The West African family described in Ellis's work naively attempted to reconstruct a
communal network of child support akin to what they were accustomed to back home and
seemed oblivious to the differences between English foster families and their own
cultural perspective. Hence, their attempt to seek help with a child or children was
perceived by the mostly white foster parents as a 'back door' to adoption 5

In the Nigerian tradition, this consciousness of family as a communal and collective
institution rather than a private and individual structure is what Lloyd (1974: 30) calls the
'antithesis of the nuclear family dominant in western states'. Achebe (1958) elaborates
the idea in his popular fictional novel Things Fall Apart, in which he describes a
community that is centred on a strong collective life, an astute sense of pride and dignity,
and an established social form of moral consciousness and conflict resolution. Within this
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fictional society the survival of the collective is tantamount to the existence of the
individual. In No Longer at Ease he states, 'He that has a brother must hold him to his
heart. For a kinsman cannot be bought in the market, neither is a brother bought with
money (Achebe 1960: 117).' An Igbo person will refer to another person of Igbo origin
as 'my brother', and a Yoruba person will do the same. These forms of address may
imply not a biological connection, but rather an extension of a sense of collective
identity, kinship and communality.' The importance of communality in Yoruba culture is
summed up thus:
The successful' good person' was cautious, respectful of elders and committed to
and persistent in hard work. He (she) took family responsibilities seriously and
understood that obligations to the family included those to the extended family. In
behaviour to and treatment of relations he operationalized the communitarian
principle of shared responsibility inherent in the concept of classificatory kinship
terms. He was loyal to relations, accountable to the members .of the kinship group,
and a good father and husband. Whatever his success in Ii fe, it was subordinated
to how he proved himself as the head of his extended family. If he behaved in an
exclusivist manner, treating his children with preference to those other children of
the extended family, he was regarded as mean and unworthy of the
responsibilities of success. Ifhe accumulated resources and used them on himself
and his immediate compound family, he forfeited having the group of dependents,
which was part of the consequences of success (Babatunde 1992: 236-7).

Thus, the notion of the individual is perceived as secondary to that of the community, and
the individual can be sacrificed for the interest of the community.

Contrary to this principle of communality is a development of individuated forms of life
alld more specifically the privatisation of the family in modem Nigeria. As Lloyd {I 974)

explains, this phenomenon follows similar development in western societies. If modernity
is not eurocentric but rather a world-wide and decentred phenomenon whose propelling
factors are as global as the sites of performance (Appadurai 1996; Larkin 1997;
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Chakrabarty 1992, 200 I), it is possible to postulate that the separation of the Nigerian
family from its traditional container - the community - and the destabilisation of the
communal philosophy upon which the pre-colonial agrarian and rural economy was built
is intrinsically part of Nigeria's postcolonial modernity.

Using Nwannedinamba Community Association as a case in point and turning a critical
gaze upon its material culture and archives, such as its constitution, minutes of meetings,
photographic documents and an almanac for 2004, as well as on my experience as a
participant observer, this chapter will examine modem Igbo communality, its complex
relationship with the communal and the familial and the ongoing processes of defining
the boundaries between them, occasioned in part by the location of its constituents in an
Irish transnational context. This definition of boundaries includes the symbolically
constructed boundaries of transnational ethnic nationhood and its implications for cultural
identity, as well as gendered boundaries contested and negotiated in the cultural and
political practices of Nwannedinamba.

The Formation of a Nigerian Community Group in Ireland

Migrants did not begin arriving in Ireland in significant numbers until the late 1990s and
the development of migrant community associations is therefore a recent phenomenon.'
feldman (Feldman et al. 2005) acknowledges the lack of debate and research in this area
and explores the forms and effectiveness of immigrant-led organisations in Ireland north
and south. Within the Republic of Ireland, Feldman's work portrays a scenario in which
immigrant-led organisations, which are still in a developmental stage, are less effective
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than those that are majority-led. She focuses mainly on the social and political
implications of migrant-led organisations in Ireland, but absent from her work are details
of these organisations and their operational and governance structures.

Older communities, whose presence in Ireland predates contemporary migration, may
have formed themselves into small and informal community groups but because of a lack
of research in this area, little is known of them.' Nigerian community associations have
been present in Ireland since the first group of migrants arrived around the middle of the
twentieth century. In an interview in 2004, Sammy, a Nigerian resident, recalled a
Nigerian student group that operated from the basement of a city-centre house in Dublin
dming the 1960s. According to Obi, a long-term resident in Ireland, another association
of Nigerians existed prior to the late 1990s; he had served as the group's president for a
few years before its dissolution. The recent Nigerian arrivals in Ireland have also
organised themselves around ethnic community-based groups. These include an
association of Yorubas called the Odua group that operated for about a year in Dundalk.
Organised Igbo groups existed in Drogheda, Limerick, Dublin, Dundalk and Cork. In
2005 and 2006, different members of the various 19bo groups in Ireland came together to
form a national representative body named the Igbo Union in Ireland (lUI), but it was
challenged by the various conflicting interests of previously established regional groups.

Nwannedinamba, the first of the Igbo groups, still continues to exist. It was formed in
April 2002 by George, who served as the president of the organisation up until the time I
completed my fieldwork with the group in 2006. A pan-Igbo activist himself (having
experienced the Nigerian civil war\ he brought together people of Igbo origin intent
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upon fonning a support and welfare group for Igbos living in county Louth. Members
have different accounts of how they learned about the group, but in most cases the
president contacted them initially. Some members of other community organisations, as
well as Nigerians whom I have met in Europe and North America, lack faith in such
diasporaltransnational community groups, feeling that differing agendas, questions of
distrust, lack of commitment, competition and the tensions emanating from disparities in
socioeconomic circumstances and ideology render them unable to organise themselves
properly. George, however, commanded the respect of Igbos in the area, which enabled
him to attract people to Nwannedinamba. During an interview in 2005 Chinedu, a
pioneering member of the group, recalled how he got involved:
My wife told me that George [who later became chainnan] had told her that they
are taking such an initiative and they wanted me to be part of it. Eventually I
heard of it ... I saw George myself ... Oh! No, they came to the house and
dropped a leaflet with a date and venue for the meeting, which was one of the first
or pioneering meetings. I think it was the first or the second. I attended the
meeting and we rubbed minds and felt that it was very important as a community
in foreign land to have a forum where we can meet, access our needs and see how
we can be of help with each other generally. So that was how the meeting started.
Eventually ... I think in the first meeting we had about ten people or thereabout.
And subsequently, at that earlier time we started holding meetings every fortnight
because the meeting was still in its infancy; so, we needed to meet more regularly
to map out all the necessary ways on how we were going to run and organise the
meeting.
Having lived in the area for over two years and longing to make a connection with people
who spoke the same language and who would crack the same local jokes, allied to my
interest in researching the group's activities, I was persuaded to join the group. The first
meeting I attended was held in the president's house near the centre of town. We were all
men and we took positions in the living area with the television screen on without sound
and two little children playing around the room. George's wife sat by the dining table in
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the open-plan kitchen quietly listening to us. There were just a handful of us, and
everyone appeared to welcome the project of Nwannedinamba with passlOn and
enthusiasm. The gendered distribution and participation at this meeting was indicative of
the gendered nature of Igbo civic activism and mobilisation; within the group, this would
later unravel. We discussed strategies for mobilising other members of the Igbo
community and decided to invite people we knew to another meeting two weeks later, in
May 2002. The meeting was scheduled for 5 p.m. at the same venue, but did not start
until 45 minutes later. At this meeting, people wanted to clarify the aims and objectives
of the intended group. It was felt that the group should be, among other things:
I. An avenue for meeting, interacting, and familiarising with other members of
the Igbo community;
2. A body that will oversee and protect the interests of the community with
respect to our values;
3. A forum through which members can access opportunities and contribute to
sociocultural developments through linkages and networking with different
organisations and institutions in the country.
4. A means of fostering a spirit of unity and solidarity amongst members and
other Nigerian communities.
5. An avenue through which members can keep abreast of developments at
home.
6. [A means of] laying the ground plan for an envisioned national group and
similar local groups in towns and cities in Ireland (extract from minutes,
2002).
It was also decided that members would have financial obligations to the group and that
the money collected would fund an emergency response for group members in dire need,
entertainment during meetings, gifts for members during visitations (birth, marriage,
death, ill health and misfortunes), transport and logistics for the group's participation in
various events and other contingencies. Suggested modes of fundraising included an
obligatory tax on members, donations and institutional funding. There was general
support for mandatory registration of members, which involved a fee. Finally, the group
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agreed that circulars would be sent to all members to inform them of meeting dates.
Given our need to get established quickly, we decided to meet every fortnight.

'Family in a Foreign Land'

This chapter's introduction suggests a relationship between Nwannedinamba Community
Association and the communal concept of the family, arguing that the collective sense of
communal identity originates from the traditional 19bo concept of a direct relation
between the familial and the communal. The process of name selection for the group and
the actual name selected resonate with this tendency to form a coherently constructed,
albeit relocated and re-contextualised, familial entity. To re-enact this sense of a chosen
collective identity, I have listed all the names suggested for the group at that time,
together with English translations (mine) and the number of votes each title received
from members present on the day of selection. At the· meeting on 16 June·ZOOZ, enough
members attended to make it possible to discuss names for the group and to elect
members of a temporary executive. The titles suggested for the group included:
Oganiru Ndi Igbo (progress of the 19bos: Z votes)
Nkpoko Ndi Igbo (congregation of 19bos: 0 votes)
Nwanne Di Namba (family in foreign land: 9 votes)
Igbo Ezue (lgbos are complete: Z votes)
Ohaneze Ndi Igbo (the people and king of Igbos: I vote)
I.p. U (lgbo Progressive Union: 2 votes)
Ohaneze (subtitled Pan Culturallgbo group: 4 votes)
Ezinwanne (true family: 0 votes)
Igbo Welfare Union (I vote)

The name chosen was Nwannedinamba ('Family in a Foreign Land'). The name reifies
the group's essential nature as a collective form of family and strategically mirrors the
importance of kinship and extended family structures in the traditional 19bo community.
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After we had discussed the group's name, I met people with whom I became friendly;
those I could visit and share dinners in their homes, who possessed a common knowledge
of Nigeria and in the process keep abreast of events in the wider Nigerian community in
Ireland, a realm from which I was well removed at the time.

In the next meeting we decided to consolidate the familial nature of the group and agreed
to rotate our meeting sites among member families. Up to that point, meetings had taken
place in the home of George, the president and founder. Instead of renting a hall in a
church or civic centre as some people suggested, the majority of the participants insisted
that it was common practice for members to host meetings in their homes in rotation and
that they wanted to continue the practice. The home offered an intimate familial space
and the members hosting the meetings would provide the entertainment. Female members
would assist with the preparations. The food usually consisted of Jolof rice, some fried
chicken or beef, pepper soup and occasionally a portion of side salad. Beer, fruit drinks
and spirits were the most likely kinds of beverage on the menu. When my turn came to
host the group the women volunteered to help me with the preparations, considering that
I was single at the time, but I declined. As an intervention I attempted to break the
cultural perception that the kitchen is meant for women. It turned out that most people in
the meeting considered my hosting to be one of the best they had ever attended.

Tile Constitution

We the members of Nwannedinamba this day agree to have and abide by a
constitution for all members. We recognise the rights of all members regardless of
sex, religion, social or economic status. We pledge to encourage and work only
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towards peace, unity and loyalty to this group, which shall stand by any means
within the accepted norms of the state we reside in to ensure justice, equality,
peace and freedom of all its members. We do hereby make and give unto
ourselves the following constitution (extract from Nwannedinamba Constitution).
I mentioned above that one of the group's first meetings focused on establishing the aims
and objectives of the organization. During the following meetings, other members of the
Igbo community in the area heard about the group and came either to observe or to join.
By this time meetings would have up to fifteen families in attendance, including children
and spouses. In the meeting held on 28 July 2002, members started to articulate the
content of a constitution for the group. A constitutional committee was created, of which
I was a part, and we were mandated to draft a constitution. George provided us with a
copy of the format used in the constitution of a similar group located in Greece lO and we
used it as a guideline for our draft; naturally, we included items peculiar to the situation
in Ireland. In subsequent meetings we discussed and debated items in the draft
constitution and finally the group voted in collective fashion on the most suitable form
for each item. The constitution covered a range of issues, including the association's
objectives and the terms, benefits and obligations of membership. It also addressed the
association's structure, its financial arrangements, the election of executives and the
powers and duties accorded to the elected, protocols and schedules for meetings, codes of
conduct for members and the amendment of the constitution. For the purpose of my
discussion here I am particularly interested in selective aspects of the constitution, which
include the objectives mentioned earlier and the terms, benefits and obligations of
members.
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Terms of Membership

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.

Any person of Igbo ongm residing on the island of Ireland can be a
member.
Any person married to a person of Igbo origin can be a member.
Any person whose parent or parents are of Igbo origin can be a member.
Any person that does not meet these criteria but has a genuine interest in
the activities of Nwannedinamba can become an associate member with a
possibility of attaining full membership after a period of 5 years.
Any person who meets the criteria as stated in items i-iv of article 3 and
has paid a non-refundable registration fee ofEI O.
Any member owing up to E 150 from all sources within a one year period
is deemed to have ceased membership of the association.
Where a member ceases membership for up to two years and wants to be
re-registered into the meeting, such a person will be registered as a new
member and cannot be entitled to any benefits for a period of six months
from the date of re-registration (extract from Nwannedinamba
Constitution).

The terms of membership can be framed in two dimensions. The first outlines the notion
of an institution built as an exclusive entity; the institution is not open to all who wish to
avail themselves of its membership, including other Nigerian citizens who share similar
circumstances but not ethnic origin. It is in essence clannish and reminiscent of the
indigenised nature of Nigerian society and politics (Bach 1997; Nnoli 1978). It is possible
to deconstruct this sense of exclusivity differently. In the conditions of membership, the
centrality of origin and associated issues of language and cultural difference may hinder
people who otherwise find the organisation a worthy place of association. Spouses and
relatives of members of Igbo origin who are not themselves Igbo have expressed feelings
of otherness, even though every effort was made by group members to accommodate
them. However, in this discussion, I relate the notion of exclusivity here to the tightknit
nature of kinship and family formations in traditional Igbo society (Ifemesia 1979),
which is also applicable to other nations in Nigeria such as the Yoruba (Fadipe 1970). By
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its normative form, this notion of exclusivity exudes a sense of a perimeter constituted by
blood ties or other forms of kinship in which open association is inconceivable. I
observed in the group a perceived demonstration of kinship and familial privacy, where
rights of birth, parentage, origin and a long-term commitment bestow upon an individual
the right of inclusion. Central to the group's agency is the protection, solidarity, unity and
sense of belonging found within kinship and family.

The second dimension to the group's membership terms is its political concept of
citizenship, a reflection of the citizenship structures of both the host state and the country
of origin. For instance, citizenship in Ireland is a function of origin as well as parentage.
Irish citizenship can also be predicated on marriage, and where the former conditions are
not in place, citizenship can become a function of time. O'Connell and Smyth (2005) and
Lentin and McVeigh (2006) articulate these conditions of Irish citizenship and interrogate
the changes in Irish citizenship laws introduced in 2004. The authors explore the
motivations and political implications of these changes as well as offering a critique of
the relevance they have to a contemporary concept of Irish citizenship. Of particular
interest are their remarks on recent constitutional changes that emphasize the centrality of
ancestry and blood ties as an important factor in determining Irish citizenship, in sharp
contrast to the downgrading of the previously equal emphasis on birth within the [sland
of Ireland. Quoting an Irish parliamentarian, O'Connell and Smyth state:
It is striking that we propose to remove the rule of entitlement to citizenship by

virtue of being born in the Coombe Hospital in the Liberties in Dublin, while
holding on to the rule that an Irish-born grandparent can be produced by someone
from Cricklewood or the Bronx to guarantee exactly the same result (2004: 22).
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o 'Connell

and Smyth present the perpetuation of ethnicity and ancestral affiliations in

the construction of political citizenship in an age which Delanty (2000) refers to as the
age of 'cosmopolitan citizenship', an age characterised by the dislocation of community
from the nation state.

Nwannedinamba reflected this reinforcement of ethnic identity through terms of

citizenship and created similar conditions for membership, including marriage, birth and
length of association with the group. Of interest too is the principle that residence within
the Island of Ireland is a prerequisite for membership. Issues like birth and residence as
conditions of membership are not, however, constructed with the same intent of
excluding targeted groups that characterises the changes in Irish citizenship laws and the
citizenship referendum of 2004. Nwannedinamba constructed a form of ethnic
nationhood within Ireland in which the basis for formal ising affiliation selectively
references the parameters of citizenship operating within the Irish state. A dialogue
between the familial and the political is enacted; the familial in the sense that the
microstructure of community is articulated as dependent on family-oriented forms like
parentage, birth, marriage and kinship; the political in that the state's identity and terms
of affiliation are inextricable from its political attributes, such as citizenship and
processes of citizenship, a politically motivated sense of nationhood and the exclusivity
of both citizenship and nationhood.
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Membership Rights and Obligations

Members' Rights
I.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
•

7.
8.

9.

10.

II.

Every fully registered member shall have the right to vote and be voted
for.
Any member who is getting married and concludes the process of
marriage shall receive the sum of€200 from the association.
Members are obligated to be at the ceremony except otherwise stated by
the association or celebrant for reasons that the association may find
reasonable.
Any member who is blessed with a new child shall receive the sum of
€ I 00 from the association.
Designated members shall take turns to assist the member during the 3
weeks preceding the birth in any way the association deems necessary.
If a member dies while still 'resident' in Ireland wherever the death may
occur, the association will be responsible for the return of his remains to
hislher home for burial.
A delegate will be designated to accompany the remains and to represe!lt
the association during the burial.
The association will be responsible for the cost of transporting the
member's remains and the accompanying member.
Where a member's next of kin decide to have the remains buried in
Ireland, the next of kin shall receive the sum of €2000 from the
association.
Where a member decides to leave Ireland voluntarily or involuntarily, the
member shaH receive the sum of€1000 from the association.
A member may be entitled to these rights where the member has been a
member of the group for a minimum of six months and does not owe more
than 2 months' arrears in financial obligations. (extract from
Nwannedinamba Constitution)

Member's Obligations
I.
2.
3.
4.
5.

A member is obligated to be of good behaviour and a good representative
of Igbos.
A member is obligated to have the best interest of other members at heart
in their deal ings with the association or individual members.
A member is required to honour their financial obligations to the
association diligently.
A member is required to attend meetings regularly and on time.
A member is obligated to take any responsibility that the association finds
reasonable that the member is best suited.
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6.

In any case where a member wishes to decline a responsibility, the
member would have to prove to the association or its component body
beyond reasonable doubt why they cannot take on the responsibility
(extract from Nwannedinamba constitution).

In a similar vein the relationship between the obligations and rights of membership
mirrors both a political system that demonstrates its democratic nature and social
responsibilities and a kinship and familial network characterised by a mutual duty of care
for one another. The members pledge loyalty to the organisation and pay their dues or
taxes while promising to be law-abiding citizens of the host state. In return, the
organisation guarantees its members specific social and community support. The
community group defines itself as a democratic entity bounded by shared nationhood but
located in conditions of diaspora. In this sense the group is more of a political institution
than a familial one. Its democratic nature contradicts the traditional hierarchies within
Nigerian families where the father or parents are usually the decision makers. The group
finds its charge as a communal family, without the mandatory obligations that come with
blood and family ties, and gives every one a voice so that group solidarity is maintained.

The leadership rotates and the leader is appointed by all members of the group in a fair,
peaceful, and non-malicious process that contrasts sharply with larger political systems.
The uncontentious nature of the process may reflect the level of reward and status derived
from occupying a position of power in a small, community-orientated group. Based on
my observations, the democratic and electoral processes in a group such as the Dublinbased Ireland chapter of the PDP (People's Democratic Party of Nigeria) are, on the other
hand, marred by irregularities, partisanship and dishonest and undemocratic appointments
used to confer a favour or consolidate support for the leadership. This happens because
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the group represents a wider spectrum of political and private interests connected to the
homeland, and individual members see the organization as an avenue for attaining power
and connections in Nigeria. The stakes are therefore high, which alters the commitment
profile and fosters the lust for power. Nwannedinamba can indeed be of great value in the
context of its members' lives in Ireland, but this benefit is totally dependent on the
sacrifices of individual members and does not bring reciprocal gains. Holding a position
of power in such a sphere can be a thankless job; hence, members do not struggle for
position but rather, on some occasions, shy away from it.

Without institutional funding or the usual breadwinner scenano of the conventional
family, the group functions financially like a state, drawing flat-rate taxes and levies from
its members in order to carry out its responsibilities to them. These obligations are guided
by socialist and humanist principles that derive from the support structures existent in the
extended family networks of Nigerian society. For example, when the state fails to care
for its citizens or cannot guarantee certain privileges, the citizens form alternative and
parallel structures to facilitate self-help. In the case of Nigerians in Ireland, they are
motivated by the fact that in Irish society they are perceived as the 'other' and by their
expectation that group members may face difficulties as a result of their relationship with
the host state or their separation from the familial support systems in their state of origin.
Chike, one of my respondents and a Nwannedinamba member, stated:
I think the most important thing is that I feel that as a foreigner in a distant land it
is very important to have a kind of union with our own people. It helps in so many
ways. You know, being a foreigner, Irish people wouldn't really understand so
many things; the problems that you may have; how you are trying to integrate;
trying to get a job; in the case of a problem and other things. The Irish people
would not most of the time be able to come to your aid as would most people
probably in the same circumstances as you, who understand what you are facing
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and what you are feeling. For instance that na enwere [there is] problem of
akwukwo [paper or resident pennit], you won't go and start telling that to your
Irish neighbour or ... they won't even understand ... most of them would even
want you to ... Ighotago [you know]. Those are the kind of areas and then this
communal help that we get, like if you have a baby, the women come and help
you. And then, if you are doing anything, they also help you organise it. These are
the things that you get. The moment you are away from your local community
you have [organise communal] meetings [with your kin]. Even in your hometown,
you have meetings as well. So, it always has a purpose ... If God forbid, someone
dies, it is the meeting that takes care of it. Left alone, you can't carry it. Your host
community cannot help you. They can't. That's what they are there for. If you are
doing a party or organising anything it is also your meeting that will be organising
many things and back you up. This money that they give to people who are
married; if it were a community, maybe, like in London, where you have, maybe,
like over 1000 people, ah ah! It is the meeting that will sponsor every thing. You
won't spend a dime. But it isn't like that here because a lot of people did not have
work pennits, they were not working, a lot of people didn't have money, we were
just 10, 15 maybe at the peak we were just 20 families.
When articulating his identity, Chike defines himself as the 'other', responding to the
way he perceives that society views him and reflecting his attachment to his origin. In his
response, he expresses a lack of reliance on the host community, especially in
circumstances of vulnerability such as returning the dead to Nigeria and/or rendering
manual help to members in need, which goes beyond what the society can undertake and
are more reminiscent of the responsibilities of the family. It is partly on this that I base
my analysis of new fonns of family structures that are being articulated, which invariably
mirror traditional networks of kinship and extended, close family links. Fears and needs
such as those voiced by Chike became pivotal to the establishing logic of the
organisation.

The political nature of the group is evidenced also in the clause that states the conditions
under which a member can qualify. These conditions enhance the operation of the group
and make sure that members abide by their tenns of membership. In a traditional familial
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circle, conditions are used only as a means of regulating behaviour and can be ignored
when not applicable. In the group, when on occasion members have not met the
conditions, they have actually been denied their rights as provided in the constitution,
thus reinforcing the group's identity as a sociopolitical system. However, on another
occasion, when a member who did not meet ·the conditions for a full application of his
rights died, the group initiated a voluntary contribution, with each individual contributing
whatever they could afford to assist the bereaved family. The group also attended a wake
for the family and spent time in rotation in the bereaved family's home as a form of
communal support. Interventions such as these portray the side of the organization that
resonates with kinship, family and community as opposed to a rigid political structure.

The rights and obligations encapsulate a dialogue between political and familial agency.
The group is political, because it needs to organise and create a coherent network of
allegiance and functionality. It is also familial, because it needs to recreate the familial
structures absent in its members' transnational location; this function includes self-help
and the protection of traditional rites of return even after death. By insuring that its
members abide by the organization's laws and by the laws of the state, the association
returns to these members some privileges within the group. It acts both in a parental way
and as a political agent of social control and order.
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Nwannedinamba Meetings

Figure 2. 2: Deliberations help us to resolve issues, especially if they are contentious. They help
to bring out the best [popular] opinions and bring out each person ' s power to reason and offer
sol utions to difficult situations. The talks might be heated, charged, and seeming ly vo lati le; but
the grace with which it ' s reso lved is appealing. Everyone goes ho rne happy, if not satisfied in
spite of the initial differing positions. Each contributor's view is treated with due respect though it
may be unpopular. Hence we see the very sober atmosphere during deliberations. The Igbo do not
believe th at democracy is alien to their soc iety as history and tradition reveal that we arc natural

republicans. Igbo gatherings are highl y democratic. They are viewed as fora for ollye kwuo uehe
ya (let every one say their mind). There is always an emphasis on the wishes of aha (the people).
Ohaeracy is gradually becoming the substitute word for democracy in Igboland and amongst Igbo
peop le (George, President of Nwanlledillamba, 2005).

As provided in their constitution, NlVannedinamba members meet every last Sunday of
the month . Meetings are held in rotation in the homes of member families . At the end of
every meeting, it used to be that one family volunteered to host the next meeting, but
because some families were reluctant for personal reasons to take on the responsibility ,
the group decided to create a roster for the allocation of meetings to members' homes.
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Members who were unable to host the meeting on the specified date could exchange with
another member. Between mid-2004 and 2005 membership and attendance dropped
significantl y, with some members becoming too busy with work or personal issues to
host meetings, and a deci sion was taken to find a permanent venue.

f igu re 2. 3: There's a special feeling deri ved by eating together or sharing. It 's a sig n of trust,
IO" C, and onen ess. Th e Igbo hav e an adage, nyelum m 'enyetu gi bu ori n 'uto, which means that

sharing with another has a sweet taste. Hardl y wo uld one attend an Igbo occasion no matter how
small it might be without seeing something to eat o r share. There ' s no hard rul e o n what the
refreshment has to be. It could be Kola nuts and alligator pepper, bitter Ko la, palm wine, water,
o il bean sal ad, mcat, or food. Where none of th cse is ava ilable, the householder can bring harvest
pro d uce from his or her bam, such as yams, maize, coco yam, or three-leaved ya m. It's customary
amo ngst Igbo fo lks to plead with the visitor to bear with their inability to provide for the visitor
- in Igbo, biko ewela iwe oji. The inference is that someone that shares with you will normall y
not harm you . Where two Igbo people had a bad quarrel, if reconciliation is brokered, it 's always
sealed by hav ing the two indiv idua ls share a piece of meal or drink together to allay fea rs of illfee ling and rancour. That is called oriko (Geo rge, commcnt ing o n photograph taken in Mo naghan
in 2005).
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Meeting in members' homes was a strategy that maintained a sense of the family and of
kinship within the group. The domestic sphere provided an environment in which the host
could accommodate those who attended and entertain them with food and drink, such as
would have been accorded to kin and close friends; a sense of trust and interdependence
was established. These occasions also created a forum for members to know each other
better and get acquainted with members' children, histories and life in Ireland. Attending
meetings in people's homes exposed members to family photographs and other material
cultural artefacts of historical significance to the host families. These items usually
prompted queries into private matters such as 'Is that your husband?' 'I didn't know you
had such beautiful grown-up children;' 'Where are they now?' 'You have such a
beautiful house ... you are lucky;' 'How many rooms are in this house?' On one occasion
members asked a host to parade his four impressive teenage sons and introduce them to
the meeting. The host left out his daughter during the introduction, but someone noticed
that there was a girl in the family photograph and asked after her. The host jovially asked
if there were any single men in the room before he called his grown daughter into the
living room. Through this act of selectively introducing his children, he delineated the
boundaries between their private space and its public use for the meeting. His
impressionable daughter resided in the domain of the private, protected and guarded
against the potentially lustful interest of single men. This type of sheltering is a common
practice among Nigerian families. Locating the meeting in homes facilitated acquaintance
with individual families in a more private, intimate and familial sphere.

Sometimes when host members lived a fair distance from town, attending members met
in the town centre and then drove in convoys to the member's home. However, the
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practicality of sustaining gatherings at members' homes allied with the difficulty of
dealing with reluctant members truncated this meeting process. Arrangements were later
made for a permanent meeting-place located in one of the local churches. This forum
offered a less intimate venue albeit a more practical one in terms of organisation, space
and easy access. Members still maintained the host status, but only in the context of being
required to provide entertainment for the day. As on previous occasions, the hosts
continued to receive manual help from female members who assisted with the preparation
of food, part of the 'gendered regime' of responsibilities and roles (Walby 1997;
Crompton and Mann 1986) that exists in the group. A discussion of this gendering of
roles follows.

The meetings were usually scheduled for 4 p.m. in the evening, but most often did not
commence until over an hour later. The period between 4 p.m., when some members
arrived and later, when the meeting started because more people had arrived, was used
for informal discussions, mostly about developments in Ireland within political and
policy domains, sociopolitical developments in Nigeria, personal issues or conversation
about the welfare of other members and incidents in their lives. During this time people
also talked about things such as the ban on the importation of certain used vehicles in
Nigeria and ongoing sagas in the Nigerian senate or government. Issues that affected or
were related to their political status in Ireland were also matters of open debate in this
forum. Other topics included the loss of members and their reasons for not attending,
incidents in recent member functions or compliments to the hosts on the size of their
family, the achievements of their children and the interior layout of their home.
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This infonnal discussion period was followed by a fonnal opemng of the meeting,
starting with a prayer rendered, usually in Christian Pentecostal fashion, by one of the
members. All in attendance stood for the prayer. The minutes were subsequently read and
an agenda declared for the day's proceedings. These were usually contingent upon
developments within the group. For instance, during the period prior to the adoption of
the constitution in 2002-3, the agenda was laden with issues relating to the constitution.
In most cases members cast votes to detennine how popular or acceptable any particular
proposition was. The group always accepted the majority verdict. Other issues that
frequently arose in meetings included the administration of rights to members in terms of
both monetary advances and personal help within the beneficiary's domestic home. The
welfare of members and the follow-up of reluctant members were also topics of frequent
concern. In 2005, the establishment of a money contribution scheme, esusu, the making
of donations to the host community's charitable causes and local media participation
were all discussed in meetings. All members in attendance, irrespective of gender,
contributed to discussions by raising their hands. The president acted as moderator,
opening every issue for general discussion and waiting for a consensus from the members
before moving on to the next topic of concern. I never witnessed an occasion when the
president took a unilateral decision and there were occasions when the members blatantly
rejected his views.

The fonnal deliberation on the day's agenda was followed by an open discussion of other
issues, reports and suggestions related to either the day's proceedings or other matters of
public or individual relevance. This part of the meeting was usually an unstructured
session. At the same time, the financial secretary or the treasurer collected the monthly
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dues from members by calling out individual names and specifying how much the family
owed to the group. The names of the families were publicly announced as a strategy to
encourage people to pay their dues promptly. Out of pride, members were unlikely to
feel comfortable when everyone in attendance heard that they owed outstanding dues and
therefore paid up to save themselves from future embarrassment. Members who
accumulated huge arrears because of personal problems were pardoned on rare occasions
and a reasonable amount of their indebtedness to the group written off. The meetings
ended with refreshments served by the women or the host family followed by prayers.

Women in Nwannedinamba

Women and children are an integral part of the group. Most children in attendance at
functions are young children and babies; teenagers are usually left at home. The children
who do attend meetings have a field day running about the house and playing, closely
watched by their male and female parents. George's comments on figure 2.4 highlight the
gendered dynamics that are operational in and across the political and cultural practices
of Nwannedinamba. George's notion that the voices of the women in the group are
unheard in the meeting and that their participation is hindered by their domestic
responsibilities begs further elaboration. How can this domestic disposition of women in
the group be theorised? How does it comment on the gendered hierarchies of power
wjthin the group?
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Figure 2. 4 : The photograph of the women in the group brings to mind the invincibility of the role
of the woman in the home or society. The woman nurses the children , does the cooking, the
lallndry, keeps the home and other sundry functions . She still makes out time to panicipate in
social gatherings. But ironically, with all her wealth of experience and invaluable contributions to
the home, she comes to the meetings morc reserved and sometimes unheard. Not because she is
fo rbidden from making her contributions but because family responsibilities follow her right
down to the meetings which more often th an not make her a mere spectator. For instance , rather

thon joining the deliberations, the nursing mother's attention is preoccupied by the care for her
child to avoid distracting the attendees. Nevenhcless, her meeting attendance is counted as
fa ithfulness (George, President of Nwal1l1edinamba , 2005).
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According to my observation, women participate at all levels, in executive positions and
as ordinary members. For example, women have held the positions of treasurer and
welfare officer. They are also members of the constitutional, disciplinary and arbitration
committees, as well as organisers of social events. In 2007, a female member was
appointed to the position of vice-president. But to look on the political roles of women in
the group as evidence of a level field of political participation is inadequate. In meetings,
women exercise the liberty to contribute in the same capacity as do the men. Their
contribution is only constrained, as George rightly indicated, by their responsibility for
looking after their little children and their attention to the serving of food and beverages
at meetings, acts that mirror their cultural orientation in tradition Igbo familial spheres. I I

The Nigerian feminist writer Amadiume (2000) reflects on this gendered alignment,
arguing that in postcolonial Nigeria, public spaces and by extension political leadership
represent the seat of patriarchy and male dominance, while women have systematically
been socialised into domestic roles. 12 While Amadiume's notion of the socialisation of
women into domestic roles emerges out of a deconstruction of the local contexts of
traditional and contemporary Igbo as well as Nigerian society, it does not account for
what is arguably a direct participation of Igbo.and Nigerian women in the construction of
gender specific responsibilities, spaces, aesthetics and cultural practices. Applied to the
transnational context in which Nwannedinamba operates, where different social and
cultural articulations of gender operate, how can Amadiume's thesis account for the
established empowering forces accessible to Nigerian women subjects? Would it not be
condescending to view women in Nwannedinamba as powerless and unable to negotiate
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and influence their positioning

In

the political and cultural activities of the group?

Amadiume, however, is at odds with scholars who identifY the question of agency in
social and public processes of gendered demarcations, such as Anthias and Lazaridis
(2000). Walby (1997) and Crompton and Mann (1986), among others, refer to the
concept of 'gendered regimes'. This formulation gives agency to the women in the group,
implying that their more domestic and gendered roles are mutually negotiated and as
critical to the functioning of the group as any other position. For Walby, the nature of
women's association cannot be constructed as a manifestation of their belonging to a
lower position in the familial or communal system of stratification; rather, it can be
construed as a mutual distribution of labour for which the resulting product or surplus is
arguably equally distributed.

At an ideological level, men and women share equal status in the group, an equality that
operates within the parameters of Walby's notion of 'gendered regimes'. In order to
articulate this further, I will return to the gendered distribution of political and cultural
roles in the group. Women have been elected to the positions of treasurer and welfare
officer, appointments that bear similarities with those areas of excellence in Nigerian or
specifically Igbo societies in which women are culturally perceived to be most reliable
and where they are more structurally present. The position of treasurer can be equated
with the Igbo term 'Odoziaku', which in English translates as 'keeper of wealth'. In this
context, the man is perceived as the breadwirmer, while it is the woman's responsibility
to organise the home and, by extension,. the wealth of the family. This hierarchy of
responsibilities is translated and re-inscribed into the gendered distribution of roles in the
group. The second position of welfare officer is more explicit in terms of its alignment
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with traditional gender roles. In the group, it involves issues related to looking after
members in need, such as women with new children and sick or bereaved members, and
to the administration of rights and benefits. These functions are in keeping with the
traditional role of the mother who cares for and looks after her family. Paradoxically, in
the eyes of the group the welfare officer signifies and embodies a maternal role that
should be allocated to someone in a biologically and socially similar position. For
example, during the election period, the president referred to the role of the welfare
officer as 'the most crucial without which the organisation cannot be stable'. Therefore,
the welfare officer stands out as a human ising agent in the group, but this agency is
predicated on a pragmatic mimicry of the family and the role of women in the traditional
family establishment.

The distribution of roles seems to take place by mutual agreement. Having been present
at the elections, it appeared to me that the women made no active attempt to contest
positions such as that of president, as if an unspoken code defined the president in terms
of the paternal and therefore male position. In 2007, when new elections were held,
another male member was elected as president by both male and female members in the
group, while simultaneously a woman was elected as vice-president. This scenario
arguably points to the gendered configuration of roles along traditional Igbo lines of
familial hierarchy. The position of provost, which in the group is perceived as one
responsible for order during meetings, was strategically allocated not just to a male
member but to someone who was felt to possess the character required to act as a policing
agent. These gendered configurations require to be viewed from a traditional Igbo point
of reference in order to appreciate their normalisation. Within the contemporary Igbo
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family context, women generally consider the idea of a 'house husband' an aberration.
On the contrary, as is evident in gender discourses enacted in sites such as Nigerian home
videos'\ the position of 'housewife' or 'home-maker' continues to reside within the
domain of aspiration, as many Igbo women consider a prospective suitor's ability to 'look
after' them a major criterion for marriage. In Nigeria, men dominate carpentry, masonry
and engineering vocations, while nursing, catering and secretarial positions are
considered female vocations. It can be argued that there are no overt legal or enforced
cultural barriers responsible for this gendering of vocations and responsibilities. Such
culturally inscribed but mutually constructed gendering of roles destabilises any
overarching assumptions of a systematised hegemonic order.

Women's attendance at meetings has been a problematic issue for the organisation since
it stabilised as a group. In terms of their ratio to women, men dominate the meetings and
most men attend without their wives, even though most of the women know each other
and often meet in the shopping centre or church, at events and in other informal circles.
On a number of occasions, encouraging the wives of members to attend meetings has
been a crucial item on the agenda. Some. of the women who do attend meetings are single
parents whose husbands are not present in Ireland. Even though the group has attempted
to engage with this issue, it has remained contentious. Some male members who gave up
their membership recently attributed their exit to the insistence of the group that husbands
and wives should attend meetings together. They suggested that the group should adopt
modes of organisation that exist in some instances in Nigeria, where men and women are
segregated at meetings. However, the group insisted that it does not have a large enough
following to break up meetings in this way. The reasons motivating those in favour of

110

segregation have never been properly articulated. In an effort to persuade members to
come to meetings and events with their spouses, the group resolved to put into their
constitution a clause that allows for benefits accruable to families to be cut in half when
only one member of the family attends. Membership is given to families, not to
individuals. Thus, when only one member is active in the group, any benefits will be
divided in two and one part given to the participating member. It is not clear yet how
successful this strategy will be in persuading families to attend meetings together. What
is noteworthy in this scenario is that Nwannedinamba's policies are orientated towards
enabling the full participation of its female members. The absence of some of these
members at meetings is thus attributable to the gender dynamics of individual families
within the group.

On a theoretical level, women in Nwannedinamba are equal social agents within the
group both in the political system and at a participatory level. However, differences
abound in terms of gender demarcations that are mainly predicated not on bias but on a
mutual acceptance of traditional family and social constructions of stereotyped gendered
positions. Both the male and female members of the group play this out. When it was my
tum to host a meeting in my house, the women insisted on helping me with the cooking.
They based their insistence on a preconception that, like most traditional Igbo men, I am
not cultured in areas of domesticity. My resistance to that pressure mirrored some of the
proactive positions held by the group, particularly its attempt to encourage the equal
participation of both men and women in a transformative gendering of the transnational
domestic and communal sphere.

III

The Nwannedinamba Inauguration

By early 2003, Nwannedinamba had established its constitution. Since a reasonable

number of its members lived in the area, the group decided to seek recognition in the
wider host community. At the time, Nwannedinamba considered that such recognition
would give it greater scope to intervene personally and politically in the interest of its
members. The recognition process took the form of an inaugural ceremony and
subsequent registration as a community group. The early months of 2003 were used for
preparations, with most members lending as much help as a possible. The funds for the
ceremony were raised by individual contribution, an occasion that became a selfaggrandising and affirming scenario. Members committed sums of money or promised
certain items such as a bag of rice, a carton of beer or frozen chicken. Each contributor
received an ovation, and the larger the contribution, the louder the ovation. 14 In the
excitement of the moment, some people forgot their circumstances and promised more
than they could deliver. Women did the cooking while men looked after the logistics. An
almanac was created and given out as a souvenir. Women prepared for choreographed
dances and ordered fabric from Nigeria, which they used to make matching costumes for
themselves. The inauguration was well attended, with some politically-affiliated
members of the local community in attendance. Though marred by a late beginning, the
event served as a social gathering and a festive occasion for members, their friends and
some people from the community and the local media.
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The Almanac

The almanac (Figures 2.5 and 2.6) created for the occasIOn IS particularly Icomc,
facilitating an understanding of the nature and collective ideology of the group.
Historically, an almanac is a common feature of social, political and religious
communities in Nigeria and of diaspora organisations and members of the Nigerian
community in various parts of the world. However, the visual culture of the almanac and
its symbolism at this level have received little attention. The format is fairly uniform, the
only variation being the stylistic signature of the artist and printers that produce it. It
usually consists of images of the leader, the executives and some members of the group,
the twelve calendar months, traditional market days and any other symbolic information
relevant to the group's identity and image. Where the group is large, images presented in
the almanac are of the leadership only. On some occasions it is used to glorify patrons of
the group; for example, members who donate a substantial amount of money to a
community or group would normally be represented in the almanac and presented with
all his or her titles and accolades. In the case of Nwannedinamba, the almanac culture
was imported into the Irish transnational cultural sphere and inscribed with a form
empathetic to the status, circumstances and agenda of the group. The Nwannedinamba
almanac is not a medium for the glorification of contributors but rather a visual symbol of
transnational and diasporic cultural identity and solidarity. IS At one level it embodies an
image of collective consciousness, as of the family and community. At another level, it is
indicative of the group's position as a political entity consciously enacting ethnic and
cultural boundaries. 16
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Figure 2.5: Page I of Nwannedinamba Almanac 2004.
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Figure 2.6: Page 2 of NlI'al1l1edillamba Almanac 2004.

In his ethnographic reading of Iranian exi lic television, Naficy writes:

We are witnessing the world over, in pre-industrial and post-industrial nations
alike, people continuing aggressively to assert their locality and ethnicity through
marking their boundaries. Such boundaries are largely symbolically constructed,
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sometimes imperceptible to outsiders and re-definable by the members of the
community.
Rituals gain additional prominence when the actual social boundaries of the
community are undermined, blurred or weakened. Communal celebrations
(weddings, bar mitzvahs, discos, political demonstrations, anniversaries,
calendrical festivals) occupy a prominent place in the cultural repertoire of exiles,
and commercially driven exilic television as ritual functions in parallel with these
social rituals to maintain individual, communal and national boundaries (l993:
539).

The Iranian exilic television 'ritual' that is the subject of Naficy's analysis occupies the
position of a visual sphere of exilic identity performance, as well marking new largely
symbolically constructed 'social boundaries'. The Nigerian (Nollywood)17 home videos
found in many shops and video rental outlets operated by Nigerians in Ireland hold a
similar position. This visualisation of identity is also replicated in the Nwannedinamba
al manac, which represents to both its dedicated members and others who inscribed their
images on it a similarly 'symbolically constructed' and visually constitutive sociocultural and political boundary. The construction of boundaries described by Naficy can
also be referred to as a form ofterritorialisation.

Suffice it to say that, just as communal celebrations and television occupy a prominent
place both in the cultural repertoire of the Iranian exiles described by Naficy and in the
Nigerian home videos that are an integral part of cultural identity performance in
. Nigerian homes in Ireland, the almanac is significant as a self-articulation of members'
identity through a still, two-dimensional visual mode of representation. In it, cultural,
kinship and community identity and solidarity are visualised. Implicit also are the
conflicting cultural and ideological contexts of members' identities, since the almanac not
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only presents idealised familial and communal identities but also embodies a
representation of political attributes and nuances within the group's organisation.

On the level of familial or communal identity, then, did the Nwannedinamba almanac

become a visual sphere in which all members could inscribe their loyalty to and identity
with the group? The answer is both yes and no. At the time when the designer was
collecting the images for the almanac, the group was at its peak in terms of attendance.
There were a lot of activities, including parties and meetings, which provided avenues for
social networking and entertainment. Some people attended out of curiosity, while others
were invited to meetings by their friends. Most of those who could afford the €15
cOl1tribution submitted their images. The majority did so with enthusiasm, some calling to
make sure that their photographs had been received. A few of those who had their images
published never came to any other meetings, either because they had left the town or the
country or because they had no long-term interest in the group. The majority, however,
were dedicated members of the organisation. Both for them and for those whose
participation were transient, the inclusion of their images in this collective visual form of
cultural identity represented the pursuit of a sense of belonging, of identification with
their cultural origin. As Kastoryano (2002: 160), commenting on dual nationality in
Germany, writes: 'the country of origin becomes a source of identity and the country of
residence a source of right.' I develop this notion of plural citizenship in chapter three.

The visual presence enacted by members in the almanac is in contrast to the desire for
anonymity expressed by Nigerian families in chapters three and four. While those
families rejected the public rendering of their private family photographs and identities,
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Nwannedinamba's members aspired to a public presentation of their visual identities in

the almanac, Hence the act of visually inscribing one's self in the Nwannedinamba
almanac, a sphere of identity performance, represents an assertion of cultural identity,
commitment and loyalty to the group, even though the act is also closely tied to
individual expectations and informed by personal circumstances. Such loyalty may not
necessarily be long-term, stable or concrete, as my experience with the group showed, but
the mere aspiration towards inclusion in the almanac represents an acknowledgment of
and an at-homeness with the image of kinship and community that Nwannedinamba
conveys. Allied to this is the enunciation of a sense of here and there, of being in Ireland
but also longing for connections with one's origins. The commitments and inscriptions
made were, however, non-binding and shifted with ambivalent individual and political
circumstances.

The form of the almanac calls for a closer reading in relation to the group's
organisational details. It consisted of two pages, the first containing the calendar months
January to June, the second July to December. The first page contradicts the formalistic
characteristic of some almanacs I have seen, where a stratified sequence of pictorial
composition is followed, the head of the group (for example, chief, chairperson, priest or
bishop) being in the most prominent position, the officials following and ordinary
members being squee,zed in if space allowed. The first image on the first page of the
almanac is a group photograph of members, followed by individual images identified by
captions giving the names and membership positions of the members portrayed. The
executive members of Nwannedinamba are not allotted a larger image or any positional
hierarchy but are instead interspersed with the images of other members. On the back
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page, the president of the group is acknowledged by a prominent image, again followed
by images of other members. One wonders to what extent this manner of layering is a
result of the agency of the artist or designer? As mentioned earlier, there were a series of
meetings that addressed the form of the almanac. It appears that in the visual composition
the group decided to accentuate the centrality of its members through the way it placed
them in the frame. Their identity, as the group's nomenclature implies, comes from
family and kinship, a kinship amplified by the prominent positioning of the group
photograph at the top of the almanac's first page. Provision was made to acknowledge the
group's leader on the second page, a formalistic strategy that ensures that he is not more
prominent than the group as an entity. Even though the almanac was printed in English,
the Jgbo titles 'Mazi' or 'Odoziaku' ('Mr' or 'Mrs'), used as prefixes to members' names,
rellect a nostalgia for their origins. The gendering of the frame is also apparent; in a few
cases, where a husband and wife reside together in Ireland and are members of
Nwannedinamba, their images are placed side by side. Thus, in this transnational visual

landscape, forms of kinship, communality and identity are played out.

It is central to this chapter's argument that aspects of Nwannedinamba interrogate the

relations between the communal and the familial; these aspects are (a) political, in terms
of the group's organisation, (b) nationalistic, in terms of issues of cultural identity that the
existence of the group raises, (c) economic, in .terms of its co-operative agenda, (d)
humanitarian, in terms of its welfare aims and (e) cultural, in terms of how it functions as
a social sphere for cultural sustenance, promotion, action and immersion. The group's
familial guise represents a partial but nevertheless very important aspect of its identity. In
the almanac Nwannedinamba's conflicting faces emerge. In the group photograph the
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organisation portrays itself as a happy family and also presents close-up images of all its
dependants. A leading figure, the president, is positioned on the back page, a placement
that arguably contradicts his status. This was the point where diplomatic expediency took
precedence over social conventions, for if the 'people' are above and beyond the
'individual', then the president of Nwannedinamba needed to signify the people's
precedence in the almanac's formal composition by situating his image after the image of
the group. The absence of many of the faces in the almanac from the currently active
community attests to the volatility and instability that also affects such affiliations. The
almanac was thus a composite sphere, in which not only was the longing for kinship
performed but also a cultural performance negotiated and articulated.

The Ambivalence of Transnational Communality

Events that took place after the inaugural ceremony of mid-2003 represent a key aspect of
the group's history, the question of how such a symbol of kinship failed to maintain the
commitment of many of its subscribers, despite the core principle of communality that
inspired the group in the first place. Scholars have long argued that transnationalism and
formations of diaspora stimulate solidarities and collective identities (Vertovec 1999;
Gilroy 2000). It has also been argued that formations contingent on migration encourage
the individuation of once collective cultural forms (Naficy 1993). The family is not
insulated from this process within either nuclear or extended kinship formations.
Nwannedinamba had operated since 2002, during which time it had maintained a core of

dedicated members; there was also a handful of people who were apathetic about it, as
well as some transient, uncommitted people who remained members but did not
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participate

III

the group's activities. The group adopted strategies designed to attract

members and encourage the return of those who had drifted away. According to one
member named Madu:
I wouldn't say that is a strategy per se. I know we felt somewhere down the line
that some people probably dropped out because they felt they were not making
too many gains. They felt that, probably, they saw it as something that wasn't
really helping them in very substantial ways. So, it was just an observation. It
wasn't a strategy. We felt that if somewhere down the line they now see that there
is a scheme like this that is becoming very beneficial; 14 people contribute 200
euros and it amounts to 2400 euros and it is given to one person, the person wiIl
be able to invest it in one or two things or whatever is pressing for that person at
that particular time. That could be actually very encouraging trend that could
probably make people to believe that this organisation, rather than backsliding, it
is becoming even more successful. So I wouldn't say it is a strategy per se to
attract people but I would say that it is just one of the observations we have made.
So far the meeting has been very successful, stable, continues to grow and I think
the potentials are still very much in the community (interview with Madu, 2005).
Madu appears optimistic, accepting only indirectly that participation in Nwannedinamba
has diminished. He also seems reluctant to admit that new initiatives designed to further
the group's objectives are aimed at increasing and maintaining participation; some other
members held similar views, arguing that 'the group is stronger with fewer dedicated
members'. In contrast, my observations suggested a proactive engagement to expand the
group, to understand and address why members had left, and to offer new incentives to
maintain solidarity.

The record of a dialogue between former and existing members of the group in June 2005
indicates that an effort towards understanding difficulties and promoting reconciliation
was being made. The meeting started informally after a party in the home of a former
member and lasted until 1 a.m. Issues relating to the group arose. These concerns varied
from individual to individual, although some people shared the same view. People
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articulated their reasons for leaving and responses were drawn from the president and
from an outside intermediary who was moderating the meeting, as well as from other
current members of the group.

One issue raised by several individuals concerned an office-holder in the group. It was
felt that the official in question expressed very strong views during meetings and
vehemently objected to the opinions of others, leaving no room for alternative
perspectives. The official, the complainants argued, imposed his opinions on the other
members, who in some cases came to favour his views over their own. The primary issue
here, as was clarified by further discussion, was not that the official had expressed strong
views but that he occupied a position of power, as a result of which he managed to
persuade the group to endorse the opinions in which he believed.

The second issue was more gendered. Two members indicated their belief that men and
women should have their own separate meetings. One member argued to the contrary and
stated that even in Lagos (the major transnational location for Igbos within Nigeria)
meetings were held jointly and included both men and women. He stated that this was
'only different in cases where there are too many members'; in such a case the meeting
was divided between men and women in order to create a more manageable mass. He
also reminded the complainants that the specific cultural context of their location was
Ireland, where women are perceived as possessing the same status as men in society. He
insisted that 'the meeting is a family affair and since within their own families they find
the space to communicate together, in the collective structure of Nwannedinamba, there
should also be a recreation of that joint space of communication.' It is not clear if the
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complainants accepted his argument, which was supported by the majority of participants
in this informal communal debate.

A third and major issue dealt with what the complaining members saw as a 'violation of
trust and integrity' in the way the inaugural meeting and the end-of-year party in 2003
were organised. There was a sense that proper financial accounts had not been rendered
by those responsible. According to the protesting members, 'Many people pledged
donations towards these events and while some redeemed their pledges, others only
redeemed part of their pledges or did not make any contributions towards them.' The
parties who redeemed their pledges felt that the service rendered did not justify the cost
involved and thus requested that proper accounts be presented to them. It was not clear if
there was any misappropriation of funds. No such accounts of how the resources had
been expended were ever rendered, apparently because of the non-eo-operation of certain
members who felt insulted that their prudence was questioned. This resulted in a feeling
that the leadership had failed to intervene when it should have done and could not
therefore be trusted. The integrity of the institution was thus called into question.

The fourth and crucial issue was that of security and protection. Some members felt that
their association with the group had made them vulnerable to sabotage by other members.
Developments in Irish immigration policy had made them uneasy and unsure about their
residency status and they suspected that their 'public secrets' (Taussig 1999: 7) or private
but publicly known strategies of self-preservation, which might be considered subversive,
would be revealed to the state authorities by other members. They therefore believed that
continued participation in the group might prejudice their lives in Ireland. People who
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were without proper work pennits, or women with spouses living outside Ireland and
visiting periodically, who claimed to be single mothers in order to qualify for social
service benefits, feared being reported to the authorities. Association with the group had
opened up their everyday life to a more communal and less regulated exposure. If, as they
suspected, some members of the group were potential agents of the state, any relationship
with them in such a close and intimate structure as Nwannedinamba might lead to
deportation. Although this paranoia was mostly unfounded, withdrawal from the group
came to be seen as a protective strategy, a way in which that they could regulate access to
their lives and 'know the friends they have'.

The fifth point of contention related to the idea of hosting meetings in people's homes.
Some members complained that they had taken their tum as hosts but that other members
never volunteered or gave excuses when they were appointed to do so. Accusing fingers
were pointed to particular individuals at this juncture, drawing counter-claims and
excuses. In the beginning, individuals had volunteered to undertake this responsibility but
because of reluctance on the part of some members, combined with varying attendance at
meetings, a provisional roster was created, assigning specific dates to specific people.
Certain individuals, when it was their tum, still cited reasons why they could not take on
the responsibility of hosting a meeting. Their excuses included work, money, lack of
accommodation and family. In such cases the individual's turn was swapped with that of
the next family on the list. Some members saw the need to make these adjustments as a
loss of momentum and a lack of commitment to the group and their own sense of
commitment was affected. These complications led the group to find a single permanent
location for meetings in a Catholic meeting hall in the centre of town, though individual
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families were still allocated the responsibility of providing food and other refreshments in
rotation.

The last issue chiefly concerned benefits and their distribution to qualifYing members.
Some members complained that the leadership was 'compromising in the way it
considered people for benefits'. They felt that group leaders practised favouritism. In one
case, two members who finally left Ireland for Nigeria were not given their due benefiis
of €1000, while another member who was bereaved got €300. From personal knowledge,
[ feel this issue was less clear-cut than the protesters claimed. The group's resources were
small and its membership base not large enough to generate the funds to finance
substantial benefits. It also took the high moral ground over the circumstances
surrounding the departure of some members. The leadership, as one member remarked,
did not feel obliged to fund 'nihilistic actions' that ran counter to its ethical position. Two
cases involved people who left Ire [and because of cases brought against them by the
state. They had committed acts unbefitting members of the group. The perceptions and
misunderstandings emanating from these conflicting views formed the basis for the
reservations expressed by some former members of Nwannedinamba. Some of these
former members also expected the group to provide financial assistance for occasions
such as weddings or childbirth and for personal difficulties, while the leadership and the
other members felt that the dissenters had not been participating in the group sufficiently
to qualify for such privileges.

The reasons for members' disloyalty and departure from the group are as varied as their
individual expectations. Issues ranged from conflicting ideologies to personal differences,
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insecurity, gender, questions of integrity, leadership and trust, and failed expectations.
However, leaving Nwannedinamba did not necessarily translate into an isolated life or an
individuated existence. As outlined below, alternative communal spaces were formed and
served as less invasive and controlled social and cultural spaces of identity construction,
performance and self-help.

Alternative Spheres of Communality

Members and former members formed ad hoc committees outside the provisions of the
group's constitution to respond to issues affecting themselves. The various committees
did not usually consist of the same members and were built around personal affiliations
with certain members of the group. In particular, these committees raised money for
people in difficult situations. For instance, a member lost her husband in 2003, at a time
when both of them were absent from group meetings and had paid no dues for over six
months. By the provisions of the group's constitution this meant that they were not
eligible for bereavement entitlements. Nwannedinamba members decided that, since the
couple were pioneering members, the group should make an ad hoc response and appeal
for 'voluntary donations' to assist the bereaved woman. By the end of the intervention,
over € I 000 had been donated and members supported the widow with visits and handson help for a time. Another member who relocated to Nigeria early in 2005 and found life
difficult there asked for some help. An ad hoc committee was formed to raise money for
him by his friends, some of whom are currently members. Another previous member who
had not been attending meetings drove without insurance in 2005, had an accident in
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Figure 2. 7: Party hosted by Ndidi , one of the fanner members of Nwannedinamba, for her son's
birthday in Dublin early in 2005.
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which he was at fault and needed to make repairs to the other party's car. He appealed to
members for assistance and a committee headed by his friends offered him some help.

In a rethink by the group, existing members argued that the ad hoc committees were in
essence secessionist, since members who had compromised their allegiance to
Nwannedinamba were the ones reaping the benefits. It was felt that such activity should

take place within the framework of the group. If the people participating in and getting
rewards from the ad hoc committees believed in the 'self-help philosophy' of the group,
they should become 'active participants and not just come to the group when they are in
need'. Members further argued that 'if the ad hoc strategy works in its emergency
response role, it should also work when brought into the framework of the group'. The
former members who were favourably disposed to the ad hoc strategy argued that 'what
the group could not achieve within its formal structure, it has been able to achieve'
outside it. It was this argument that led to the ad hoc committees being regarded as
secessionist, since it negates the fact that the group was the institution that had brought
about the communal relations existing among members and former members. In response
the group's spokesperson, Madu, stated:
Let your activity not be such that it weakens the main organisation.
Nwannedinamba needs help. The parent organisation is not being helped while
you feel like doing things outside of it ... If ad hoc committees work, why not
apply the same spirit to Nwannedinamba ... Elections are due in the next meeting.
Let the people complaining come and vie for positions and initiate their ideas of
change in the organisation of the group.
Ndidi, one of the previous members of Nwannedinamba, hosted a birthday party in
Dublin in 2005; a reasonable number of people who were in some way associated with
the group attended. Though organised for children's birthdays or naming ceremonies,
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these parties were also social occaSIOns for friends and acquaintances and served as
reunions for people whom Nwannedinamba had brought together. Even though
invitations were usually mailed, most people in attendance heard of events by word of
mouth from a friend or another member. One such party was the venue for the
reconciliatory dialogue described previously. Indeed, the parties have become an
important part of the Nigerian community's social life.

The parties are usually characterised by a collection of Nigerians and in some cases a few
Irish people, depending on the level of association the individual host has with the local
community. People usually dress in their traditional Sunday attire and food and beverages
are served. The music is hybrid Nigerian pop music, traditional Nigerian music and some
contemporary western pop. The parties lasted until late in the evening, with people
casually coming and going throughout. Men and women danced to the music, but usually
most of the women concentrated on kitchen duties, helping to serve guests while the men
danced and sat in the sitting room or the reception area of a hall. Children also attended
and it is usually at these occasions that they have the opportunity to spend time playing
with other Nigerian children. The parties flourish, because they are noncommittal; people
can attend, socialise, catch up with friends and enjoy the entertainment without any
obligation. The events are devoid of the fears of exposure and feelings of betrayal and
unrealised expectations experienced in closer formations.

o for,

a member of

Nwannedinamba noted, 'the same group of people who do not attend meetings are seen
whenever there is a party'. Hence, socialising within an environment of shared cultural
heritage without institutional-type obligations appears to be a viable alternative sphere of
communality, cultural performance and identity construction.
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The account presented here is centred on a particular group and theoretically
unrepresentative of the wider scope of other community-based formations among
Nigerians in Ireland. However, anecdotal evidence suggests similar dynamics exist
elswhere. Most of the Nigerian community-based formations, like churches, political
parties and labour unions, are not built around the kinship and ethnic affiliations that
make interpersonal relationships different. The processes and circumstances that led to
the formation of Nwannedinamba as well as its practices underscore the essential allure
of traditional Igbo communality, but it was the transnational and changing cosmopolitan
social and cultural context in which its Nigerian family members were situated that led to
the contestation and negotiation of terms and forms of communality. Such ambivalence is
part of the transformation necessitated by transnational migration and shaped by the
particular conditions in Ireland. The families who are part of the communal performance
that Nwannedinamba embodies are themselves also subject to transformation, the nature
and context of which will be explored in the following chapters.
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Notes

I stated earlier in the 'introduction' chapter the need to maintain the voices of my social actors. I

I

have edited these transcripts as little as possible, keeping colloquial language, accents,
expressions and sentence patters as close to the original as possible.
See also Hall (1990) and Parry (1994).

2

For a view of the formations and ideologies of communality within the Igbo and Yoruba cultural

3

contexts respectively, see Uchendu (1965) and Fadipe (1970). Onwuejeogwu (1975) discusses the
family and community in African society. Mabogunje (1993) explores the implications of
postcolonial urbanisation on traditional formations of communality.
For example, Fiawoo (1975) argues that in African society the concept of child fostering is

4

common practice, part of a communal contribution to the raising of children.
5

Biggs (1978).

6

On the importance of the extended family and kinship to the Yoruba tradition, see Fadipe (1970:

118).
The Immigrant Council of Ireland (lCI) held a workshop in September 2005 titled Migrant-Led

7

Community Organisations' Involvement in Policy Development in Ireland. The workshop

constituted one of the first organised efforts towards documenting migrant-led organisations in
Ireland as well as creating an institutional framework that would enable their recognition,
relevance and development in Ireland.
8

An exception would be Jewish communities in Ireland (Keogh 1998).

9

For a detailed account of the Nigeria aad Biafra civil war, see, for exarople (Forsyth, 1969).

10

I attended a conference in Greece in 2005 aad learned that a number of people of Igbo origin

lived in Athens. When I stopped to talk to a few of them and to take photographs, they told me
tiiat their stay in Greece was temporary, a transit point to a destination undisclosed to me. Despite

tile temporary nature of their presence in Athens, their constitution revealed a great deal about the
existence of organised communities and their need to create alternative systems of support.
II

For a traditional perspective of women in Igbo society, see Okeke (2000), Amadiume (1987)

and Ifemesia (1979).
J2

See Lister (1997).

13

Nigerian home videos, a product of a moving image industry in Nigeria now commonly known

as Nollywood, has since the 1990s developed into a major aspect of the country's leisure and
everyday life performance. Nigeriaa home videos have become increasingly popular because of
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the way in which its narratives capture the audience's aspirations and anxieties. For further
discussion, see, Haynes and Okome (2000) as well as Ukadike (2004).
I'

This scenario is reminiscent of a news article by Oluwumi (2003) in the Nigerian daily, Thisday

News. This narrates the way in which return to the homeland presents an environment of

affirmation for Nigerian trans nationals whose accomplishments seem to them insignificant and
unrecognised in their countries of residence in the North. At fundraising occasions such as these
their contributions can make them appear to be important members of a community and they
receive cheers and acknowledgement that reinforce their sense of being and belonging.
I'

Heisler (200 I).

16

Fitzgerald (2000) discusses other transnational communities whose sites of organized civic

action extend across the borders of both sending and receiving states.
17

For discussion of the Nigerian home videos popularly known in Nigeria as Nollywood, see, for

e",ample, Akpabio (2007) and Marston et al. (2007).
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Chapter Three
Transnational Citizenship, Class, Gender and Everyday Life: a
Visual Ethnographic Gaze at Settled Nigerian Families in Ireland
I

The preceding chapter argues that communality is essential to a Nigerian transnational
family narrative based on traditional philosophies that acknowledge the interdependence
and interconnectedness of family and community and traces the way in which the lived
experiences of migrant families in Ireland contribute to shaping, forming and contesting
communal relations and affiliations. In this chapter, the focus will be on the individual
actors who have collectively participated in defining the transnational communality
exemplified by Nwannedinamba. 19bo families were brought to Nwannedinamba by the
need to make connections with the familiar and to seek out alternative systems of social
and familial support, which suggests that the experience of migration is also shaping and
refashioning lives in the domestic sphere. In this chapter I will take a detailed
ethnographic look at the personal histories and experiences of four Nigerian families who
passed through the transnational processes of migration into Ireland: the asylum system,
the obtaining of work permits and family reunification. All four families became part of
the social fabric of Irish society.

Ada, an entrepreneur, student and 'homemaker', entered Irish society with two of her
children via the Direct Provision Centre briefly described in the introduction. She
subsequently left Ireland to rejoin her other children and her husband, I an engineer
working with an oil company in Nigeria. John and Tinu, both architects, were at a Direct
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Provision Centre before settling in the north-east of Ireland with their three young
children.

Okonkwo, a psychiatric nurse, entered Ireland as a transnational worker, subsequently
reuniting with his wife Mary, a medical records assistant. They have five children and
live south of Dublin. Like them, Anuli, a lawyer who works as a chain store manager and
her husband Chika, an orthopaedic surgeon in a hospital in the north-west of Ireland,
arrived as transnational workers. They have one young child.

Though the multidisciplinary and ethnographically detailed accounts of these families'
lives make for a lengthy description, it is crucial to frame them together. While their
processes of migration and political status differ, together they provide a view that
demonstrates the differences in their settled lives, based on disparity of political status, as
well as the shared experiences resulting from their presence in Ireland.

The chapter draws on detailed ethnographic material from field notes, photo-elicited
interviews and family photographs accumulated over a period of four years of
engagement with these Nigerian families. It reflects upon this data textually, leading out
of and into the family photographs that served as anchors for remembering and
narrativising the lived experiences of these families. The photographs throughout this
chapter have been defaced or manipulated, rendering the identities of the people and
things in them indistinguishable. These manipulations of family photographs constitute
visual texts and, in parts of the account that follows, such interventions are related back
to the experiences of these families. The chapter concludes by utilising this detailed
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presentation as a foundation on which to reflect theoretically about how these differing
processes of transnationalism articulate emergent pluralities of citizenship and identity
and how such negotiations of citizenship shape familial formations and practices across
social class, gender and everyday life.

II

Ada and Her 'Husband'

History

I met Ada in Dundalk in 2002 at one of the meetings of Nwannedinamba, an Igbo
community organisation. She had decided to join this familial network as a form of
solidarity with her cultural background (though her husband is from another nation in
Nigeria) and as a support system for herself. When I first spoke to her, I found her quite
open, accessible and willing to engage with issues without the usual but justifiable
suspicion and wariness towards researchers typical of a number of migrant subjects in
Ireland. Over time, I became a family friend (,Uncle Adis' to Ada's children), even
though I continually made it clear that I was studying the family's dynamics.
Ethnography poses its own unique challenges; in becoming close to my social actors, I
became an element in what I was studying.

Ada's husband remained in Nigeria, but he visited his family when he could. During a
visit in 2003 Ada introduced him to me, hoping we could become friends. This proved
counterproductive; he could not understand how a young Nigerian male adult (single at
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the time) could be so close to his wife, whom he saw as an impressionable, good-looking
mother whose husband was away most of the time, without being involved in an affair
with her. My closeness to his children underscored his concern about my relationship
with his wife. I attempted to diffuse the situation by informing him of my engagement
and cutting down my meetings with his family.

Ada, a 'full-time homemaker' as she described herself during the period she was in
Ireland, felt the frustrations of living apart from her husband. She arrived from the UK in
2000, with one child and expecting another. She told me that her primary motive for
coming to Ireland was to give the unborn baby the privilege of being a 'citizen of the
world'; it was popularly believed (this belief was arguably well-founded) at the time that
being born in Ireland offered European citizenship and, by extension, global mobility.

Many other Nigerians gave similar reasons for coming to Ireland. In the face of the
unpredictability of Nigerian society, immigrants like Ada looked for ways of creating a
future with more choices for their children. What Ada hoped for was a future in which
her children could have multiple but legitimate identities. She also realised she might
gain the right to live in Ireland, an idea she found appealing in view of the volatility of
the Niger Delta where the family had their permanent home.

Ada assumed that the process of settling in Ireland would be quick. She applied for
asylum to provide herself with temporary legal status while she lodged a claim for
residency based on the Irish citizenship of her child. Events did not tum out as she
planned; there was a long wait before she got the desired Irish residency for herself and
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her other children. It was during this time that she passed through the Direct Provision
Centre, which she was allowed to leave for rented accommodation because her pregnancy
was close to full term. A year after her arrival, her other children also came to Ireland, but
she saw her husband only occasionally during the three years she was there. They
commuted between Ireland and Nigeria in order to keep the family unit together. This
took its toll on her and was instrumental in her decision to return to Nigeria.

Settling in

Ada's second home in Ireland was a small three-bedroom, semi-detached rented house on
a housing estate in Dundalk, in the north-east of Ireland. She had moved twice before she
relocated to this place; first she lived in the Direct Provision Centre for refugees and then
in a house she disliked. She was so good at house-hunting and knew so many landlords
that she had a part-time job finding homes for other new Nigerian settlers in Dundalk.
Like other Nigerian families who moved out of the Direct Provision system, Ada was
allowed to find her own home, which was paid for by the state until she was permitted
and able to find employment. Nigerian families in similar circumstances often moved
from one house to another until they found one they were comfortable with, as Ada did
(see figure 3.1). Ada's atttitude towards the first house, with its 'dreadful kitchen',
illustrates the discrepancies between her socioeconomic positioning in Ireland and in
Nigeria. She finally found a 'comfortable' home, where she lived with her children for
the greater part of her stay in Ireland. At that time most Nigerian families were newly
settled and lived in rented homes; it was not until 2005 that I learnt of a Nigerian family
who owned their own home in Dundalk.
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Figu re 3.1: This is the kitchen of where I used to li ve before . I hated it. The colour was red and
d rc"dfu l. I was g lad to lea ve the house (interview with Ada, 2003).
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Figure 3.2: This was when my husband came to visit us (interview with Ada, 2003).

Ada pointed out to me the place she called home for most of her time in Ireland in the
background of a photograph of her husband (figure 3.2). He stood in the middle of the
frame, the compositional features complimenting hi s stance. The formal structure and
composition of the image begs the question of whether its con struction was an act of
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memorialisation or a pictorial inscription of ownership or belonging. The temporary
nature of some Nigerian families' occupation of their rented homes was evident in the
overgrown lawns and the lack of permanent fixtures; the attitude to inhabited space was
different among families I knew who owned their houses. The photograph, therefore,
acted only as a vehicle for communicating to themselves and their predefined audiences a
specific sense of ownership - perhaps, also the sense of just having been there.

Inside, Ada inscribed her presence; several pictures of her family adorned the walls and
there were many studio photographs of Ada with her husband and of her children. A
television was fixed in one angle of the living room and was always on, entertaining the
children who stayed indoors most of the time after school. The predominant channels
were MTV base, while others included hip-hop TV, cartoon and movie channels. Ada
watched Nigerian movies with her friends when the children were not occupied with the
television. The two older children sang pop songs, mainly by contemporary musicians,
and struggled for possession of the remote control. I interrupted them when I asked to
listen to the news channel. The living room was the hub of family activity and the
television its central attraction. Within this space Ada attended to individual needs. The
television and the help of the eldest daughter (who was nine-years old at the time but
mature for her age) provided the order and calm that allowed her some spare time to do
the cooking and attend to other things in the house. Without her daughter'S help she
would not have been able to cope with all four children, and later a fifth, all on her own.
In the absence, in Ireland, of all help from the extended family, the eldest daughter
assumed more responsibility than she would otherwise have done. She also followed
instructions to the letter. She looked after the younger children when her mother was out
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shopping and was told on these occasions not to answer the door. If I arrived late or too
early for an appointment, she would find out, by peeping through the window, who was
knocking on the door and then tell me I should come back later. On one occasion, she
called her mother's mobile to ask for permission to let me in because I had come a long
way in· the winter cold.

Shaping the Family

When Ada guided me through her family photographs, she started with her marriage. For
her, it was the beginning of the family, inserted as a preamble because it had to be known
that she had participated in this rite. It was her way of legitimising her family before me
as a researcher and before the societies she inhabited. She began to talk about the first
image (figure 3.3) in the pile of family albums she brought out to show me. Framed in it
are Ada, her husband and her brother in-law - the figure prominent in the background. In
the accompanying narrative, one issue is important: her relationship with the extended
family on her husband's side. In our conversations, Ada acknowledged the benefits of the
extended family in Nigeria, manifest in the privileges, such as childcare and domestic
work undertaken by the family, which enabled her to live an active professional life. On
the other hand, she relived the other realities of their presence in her life, their challenge
to her authority in the house by dictating the manner in which she should train and raise
the children and the huge financial obligation incurred. Her presence in Ireland, as she
demonstrated in her account, created an alternative space in which she could be
independent of the extended family while maintaining her association with them. In
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Figure 3.3 : It was a very interesting day. All my village came to the weddin g in the town I stay
and it was just hecti c, the preparation. It didn ' t take time to pl an it, it j ust happened one day and
we dec ided to get married . This guy in the picture is my in-law. They have always been a part of
my life. Eve n on this day, they wo n't let the two of us take the picture. They still had to come in,
somehow, which is rea ll y interesting yo u know . It just occurred to me now how we have been
surrounded by them all these years. And, before we go t married, I have been with them . Up till
now, they arc still together, despite the fac t that I am away from home. One thin g that is still
outstanding for me is that here it j ust me and my ki ds which is just totall y diffe rent from what is
used to be back home. Back home I have a lot of people livi ng with me, in-laws, cousins,
nep hews (interview wi th Ada, 2003 ).
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Ireland she said, 'it's just me and my kids'. For Ada, Ireland was a space for the
nuclearisation of the family; boundaries were clearly marked and outside relationships
carefully regulated. This contradiction between freedom and added responsibility had not
been foreseen but materialised over time as she lived everyday life in Ireland.

Duality of home: Ireland

While Ada preferred to stay in Ireland and keep a reasonable distance from what she
termed as 'interference' from the extended family, her husband was unwilling to settle
there. He had a good job in Nigeria and realised that he might have to start from an entrylevel position in Ireland. He feared racism and felt it would marginalise him socially and
economically. He appreciated his established networks in Nigeria. As a result, he stuck to
their original plan of 'doing it for the children'. Because he was not willing to live in
Ireland, they ran two homes: one in Nigeria and one in Ireland. Ada, the spouse living in
Ireland with the children, negotiated this multiplicity from the inception of her journey.
The photograph in figure 3.4 reminded her of the time she had spent apart from her other
chi ldren as well as the moment of their reunion; these children had been cared for by their
father and minders for months before they were reunited with their mother, by unofficial
means, in 200 I. Ada had missed them and demonstrated to me how she had tried to be a
mother to them while far away in Ireland. Ada's husband visited every six months, while
Ada went home every year with some of her children, leaving the others with a relative or
close friend. Irrespective of their ability to afford transnational family life, it was very
difficult for them to sustain the distance, the recurring excitement of reunion and the
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figure 3.4: This picture was taken finally when my kids came to join me in Ireland. I came with
Eno and later the others came to join me. I was really thrilled to sec them because I missed them
so much and they were happy to join me as well. That was in April 2001(intcrview with Ada,
2003).
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Figure 3.5 : This was when my husband' came for his first visit in April 200 I . I was too delighted
to see him because I have never been away from him fo r th at long so I was just glad ... Eac h time
he comes around, I always have pictures taken to remind me, that kind of tell me this was when

he was here at this particular time ... It is so funny how each visit is significant and unique. Some
are bad , some are good memories but thi s onc was a very sweet onc. The kids were thrill ed we

were a ll together. Wheneve r he comes around , we always take lots of photographs some of which
he takes back wit h him to remember us (in tervi ew with Ada, 2003).
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f igure 3.6: This is me again standing all alone .. . I think this picture was taken a day before the
departure of my husband. I was dreading his depanure to Nigeria. I didn ' t even want to look at
him taking th e pictures because I wasn't just happy with him goi ng back even while he insisted
on taking the picture. I just didn't have the motivation to do it (interview with Ada, 2003).

despondency of subsequent separation. Through revisiting photographs taken at these
moments (figure 3.5 and 3.6), Ada demonstrated the Ouctuating emotions that surrounded
tlte visitations.
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For Ada, these photographs are a memorial to a life they were supposed to get used to,
filled with moments of bliss and unhappiness. In one photograph (figure 3.6), she looks
as if she is contemplating the responsibilities she had to face alone, while the child she
holds, sensitive to her mother's thoughts, stares coldly into the lens of the camera. Ada
told me how difficult it was to get through the first few weeks after her husband's
departure, before things got back to normal again. Contact was maintained by constant
phone calls until their next reunion. Her husband's visits to her differed from hers to him;
in Ireland, he was concerned with his immediate family, while her visits to Nigeria were
crucial to the maintenance of ties with family, relatives and friends.

Duality of home: Nigeria

Ada's social status in Ireland, when contrasted with her relatively privileged position in
Nigeria, affected her perception of and affinity to both locations. Her social and
economic status in Ireland as an unemployed single mother who had been an asylum
seeker situated her within a specific underclass structure and defined her in other ways. In
Nigeria, Ada and her family occupied a different, more upwardly mobile position.
Awareness of this dynamic and the subsequent repositioning from the point of view of
class and economic status, added to the celebration and affirmation from her community,
undeniably increased the feeling of nostalgia and the wish for return. In the photographs
(figures 3.7 and 3.8), Ada documented her return, from waiting rooms at the airport to the
belated celebration of her child's birth in her village. The buoyancy of their reception and
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the sense of community they enjoyed were partly responsible for Ada's husband's lack of
interest in a permanent relocation to Ireland.

Figure 3.7: My son, he was just a year and three months. I travelled with him to Nigeria
(interview with Ada, 2003).

These scenarios of self-fulfilment, with their accompanying feeling of self-worth, were
always enacted within a set of social relations: with the extended family and friends ; with
other unrelated members of society, such as workers at the construction site of the
family's new home in Nigeria, who referred to Ada as 'madame ' and to her husband as
Oga,' or the providers of local services; with members of their communities of origin,
such as those celebrating the birth of Ada ' s baby in figure 3.8. Those celebrations
completed a performance of the Igbo rite of birth. The talcum powder applied to necks
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Figure 3.8: This is me in my village. These are the o ld women in th e vi llage - th ey came to
welcome me back. Normally you have a new baby , they will come around and sing some songs,
so, they came to do that for th e little baby and they were happy to see me because I have been
away for some time. I never kn ew I was that popular. It was when I travelled that I realised that
many people knew me. I had lots of visitors to the house then to see me, and it was then I reali zed
I was well known (interview with Ada, 2003).

and faces and the dancing and singing were part of a repertoire enacted on the birth of a
child. The environment was rural, suggestive of the village Ada's parents come from and
to which they have retired. Ada' s own homecoming was equally important and was
celebrated in a similarly flamboyant way. She pointed out that this was her first
ex perience of being greeted in such a manner and admitted that she had not been aware of
the status accorded to her. It is arguable, however, that the extent of the celebration had
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nothing to do with her social standing, but was due to her experience of motherhood.
Nothing like this would have happened to her in Ireland.

Different Interpretations of Lived Experience

Figure 3.9: I took all th ese pictures here to se nd home to friends and relatives. In thi s other picture
I tried to look good and happy so my people back home don't think oh god she is suffering over
there so I just had to put up a s mile (interview with Ada, 2003).

In figures 3.9 and 3.10, Ada demonstrated her attempt to imbue the photographs with a
given exteriority, manipulating the image in order to fabricate an identity and a vision of
her reality that she considered suitable for consumption by her friends and relatives at
home. It evoked the ambivalent position photographs occupy in autobiographical
accounts (Rugg 1997) and illustrates how family photographs can be constructed and
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interpreted in the pursuit of a specific formulation of the familial 'ideal' (Hirsch 1997).
What is interesting in the photographs that Ada showed me, apart from the materiality of
signs such as the car and her home, is the positioning of her body as part of this
co mmodity of representation.

Figure 3. 10: This was when 1 bought my first car (interview with Ada, 2003).

Even though her smile was forced , she hoped that the people who looked at her
photograph would see how 'well she looked' . ' Wellness' here is calculated on the visible
qualities of the body - being voluptuous, for example. Ada ' s condition in Europe, as she
declared to me, was not exactly what she had imagined nor what her friends and relatives
in Nigeria believed it to be, yet she felt obligated, if not to live, then to 'perform' this
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imagined reality for the consumption of her friends and kinsmen. Here we witness the
construction of an imagined reality, which is also being reconstructed to exemplify who
she wants us to believe she is and how she wants her people to see her life. In her
encounter with me as the researcher, she uses the image to convey to me the need to
represent herself in a particular way to her people in Nigeria. Constructing and
transmitting a 'befitting' image of her life in Ireland based on social expectations in
Nigeria comments on the realities of the life that she actually lived.

The question then is: what is Ada's reality in an Irish national context? It is being
responsible for the day-to-day catering for and raising of five children alone amid the
complexities of engaging with transnational everyday life as a single mother, negotiating
cultural differences, social responsibilities and economic imperatives as is necessary for
the comfort and security of her family. In such circumstances, she began to realise the
value of the extensive extended family network which she enjoyed in Nigeria. Back
home, she says, the family support would have been there to take her through the trying
times of pregnancy and the routine of running the household alone. In the absence of this
support, she organised the children for school every morning, made food for them and did
the shopping in a rush to be on time to pick up the little ones from school. She combined
these roles with running a small private business as a property rental middle person,
reselling items ranging from Nigerian clothing to bed covers and doing door-to-door sales
for a cosmetic company.

For Ada, her circumstances and responsibilities bestowed on her a new sense of identity.
She spoke of her power to run her family as she deemed fit, to control and negotiate new
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ways of living and being with her children. She claimed a sensation of empowerment and
freedom, a direct result of separation from the value systems in her Nigerian homeland.
Her challenging new responsibilities fashioned and reconfigured her identity and her
perception of herself. When I met her in Nigeria in 2004, she was restless and
overflowing with business ideas that would maintain her position as an earner. This was
arguably a reflection of the way she perceived herself because of the challenges she had
faced independently in Ireland. The transnational site has thus become a field of
individual and familial transformation.

Skifting Culture

Ada had a lot in common with the dominant religious values and culture of her host
community. This is illustrated in her wedding, her child's attendance at a communion
service and other rituals similar to those commonly practiced in Ireland. Through setting
up a Christmas tree and other paraphernalia for her children in her home, as well as
taking them to see 'Santa', she accepted the norm in her host community. But that
acceptance also invoked a sense of nostalgia for the way things were done in her home in
Nigeria. Taking part in a local cultural performance should not be seen as a parody of the
more elaborate practices Ada was used to; instead, it symbolised the several adjustments
and re-appropriations that she and other Nigerian families made in order to fit into and be
part of the communities they had adopted. Other cultural fOI"?ls were maintained or
practiced side-by-side with the new forms with which they came in contact in Ireland.
Their food, for instance, consisted of Nigerian dishes interpolated with western ones.
Lunch of gari and egusi soup one day would be replaced the next day with chicken
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nuggets, chips and a portion of baked beans, whil e the children's lunchboxes contained
the sandwiches and other food that Irish chi ldren would bring to school.

Figure 3. 11: These arc my kids. This was their first Christmas away from home. It was very
different. It wasn't like it used to be bac k in Nige ri a because back at home, Chri stmas is a very
big thin g. Lots of cooking, cultural dances, travelling up and down . It was a time wben yo u see
people you have not seen for a long period of time. Like for me, my brothe rs who stay in the
no rth, it was onl y during Christmas that I ge t to sec them in the village because th ey all trave l
down to celebrate the Christmas wi th my parents and I meet them then. But here we we re very
alone, no friends to celebrate with, j ust us. It wasn ' t ni ce and it made me reall y appreciate what I
had at home; it is not the same at all (in terview with Ada 2003).
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The children were nearly all monolingual in English. Ada's eldest daughter, the only one
of her children with a basic command of the Igbo language, spoke very good English and
could mimic Irish and classical English accents. Ada never really bothered to teach her
chi Idren Igbo, but this was a function of the linguistic duality of her family, since the
husband spoke a Niger Delta language different from her own. English then became a
meeting point not just because it served for communication in their new home in Ireland
but also because it might have been both politically sensitive and impracticable to teach
the children her own language but not her husband's (which she couldn't speak).

Sodal and Communal Networks

Ada's life did not revolve completely around her nuclear family but included a strong
kinship and social network. Three families related to her resided in the same town as she
did. One of the things she did not tell me but which became clear during my fieldwork
was that her presence in Ireland had been facilitated by these connections and that the
bond between them had, for a time, been very close. There had, however, been
disappointments on· both sides. Ada complained that she kept visiting them but did not
get many visits in return. They still exchanged periodic visits and intervened in family
misunderstandings. They also frequented each other's parties, which served as a crucial
social setting where information was exchanged, new faces in the town identified and
new bonds made. Friends and relatives who lived close by assisted in the preparations for
these social events.
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Figure 3.12: This is me and my friends. This lady was celebrating her birthday and we were all
there to celebrate with her (interview with Ada, 2003).

Apart from this extended fami ly circle, there were other close friends who were a strong
source of support and friendship. They exchanged visits frequently, and I met a number
of them constantly in her home. They sat and watched Nigerian home videos or talked
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about their shopping, visits to Nigeria, their husbands, children, the immigration status of
different people and what they were doing. The home remained the centre of socialization
and was the location for many parties.

Figu re 3.13: Th is was at a birthday party of my in-laws' son (in terview wit h Ada, 2003).

In tegration into Ireland

Ada talked proudly of her nine-year-old step-daughter's success in the children's pop idol
championships (figure 3.16) and how she had supported her all the way. She saw her
daughter' s achievement as an advantage to her and also as a means of gaining a respect
that would be a defence against racial prejudice. I called at the house on the day her
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stepdaughter won the event and I saw her beaming with delight. Her Nigerian daughter
was the pop idol of the little Irish community in which she found herself. Ada had
encouraged her during her preparations, with the television switched to the music channel
to help in honing her daughter's skills. In the same vein, on most evenings Ada used the
textbooks, drawing boards and pedagogical apparatus littered all over the living room to
teach the children and to help them with their homework. They recited passages and
memorised definitions for their school exercises.

Every weekday Ada left the house in the morning to drop the older children at school; at
II a.m., she dropped the younger one at pre-school. The same routine was repeated in the

afternoon to bring them all back. Ada's goal was to give her children a good background
and an academic standing that would playa part in their future. Entering her children in
competitions and ensuring that they did well in school would, she claimed, put her family
in a better light, so that they would be able to overcome, to a large extent, the racial
prejudice that confronted many immigrant families in her community. Her daughter, by
winning a competition, had made her proud and she felt as a result a greater sense of
respect and acknowledgement from her host community.

In another image Ada described her position in the rape crisis centre where she worked
(figure 3.17). A Nigerian university history graduate, she knew very well that it would be
difficult to get a white-collar job in Ireland with her Nigerian qualification. Most of her
Nigerian friends and acquaintances worked in factories, security and other low-skill and
blue-collar jobs. To find the type of work she desired, she needed to get a further
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Figure 3. 14: Well I will say in tenns of ... between 2000 and now [2003] , I will say we have
integrat ed into the system far more than when we came. Now I have loads of fri ends. We all work
hand in hand with th e community , the parents in the es tate, th ey play with oth er kids around like
in some of these pictures . .. In thi s picture she [Ki shi] was commended for taking part in an art
co mpetitio n which fo r me was a big thing yo u kn ow. It goes to show me that they are reall y
settlin g down in the community for her to take part and do everything (intervi ew with Ada, 2003).
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Fig ure 3.15: Thi s is Ki shi takin g pa rt in the Christmas sc hool play. The nativit y plays in the
sc hoo ls (interview with Ada, 2003).

education qualification or to obtain work experience in a voluntary capacity. The rape
crisis centre was one of the avenues that she used to get the necessary work experience,
assuming that by offering voluntary service to an Iri sh agency, she would build up her
curriculum vitae, which in tum would increase her chances of getting a regular whitecollar job.

Ada was reluctant to take low-paying, blue-collar work partly because it offered no
appreciable financial reward compared to the social welfare payments she received as an
unemployed 'single mother' and partly because of her imported prejudice towards it (a
renection of her assumed position in Nigerian society) and a desire to position herself
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within the ' middle class' of Irish society. ' I want to improve myself here', she repeatedly
said, and this was not something that cou ld be satisfied by a lower-rated job and position.

Figure 3. 16: This album highlights how we have been able to cope and ease into the society with
ease ... This is my daughter and me. This was the troph y given to her when she won the pop idol
competition. It was a ve ry interesting night where lots of talent were exhibited and lucky for her
she won (interview with Ada, 2003).

Just as she worked hard to make her chi ldren prominent in their circles, she attempted to
drive her own ambitions strategically toward a respectable soc ial and econom ic standing.
She also tried to build alliances with local people. These attempts at integrating into Irish
society may seem ironic in view of the very transient nature of Ada's presence in Ireland.
What it does point to, however, is a cenain lack of clear intention as to where she wanted
to live, in Ireland or in

igeria. The life of her family was subject to a complex set of

forces and circumstances and one cannot easi ly conclude that her attempts at
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socioeconomic integration were devoid of a sincere intention to be part of and to
contribute to Irish society. In January 2004, however, Ada finally returned to Nigeria
with her family.

Figure 3.17: This is me and friends who I work with in the rape crisis centre, and thi s was the
final day of my training which took place in Kells . We still maintain contact and th ey are good
friends. This is in contrast with the way I used to li ve before. It was a very so litary life but now I
have got loads of friends everywhere (interview with Ada, 2003).

Niger Delta: 2004

In April 2004, after Ada's return to Nigeria, I visited the family at their home in the Niger
Delta. I was unsure how I would be received in a different geographical , cultural and
socia l context and as an exercise in caution I announced my presence from the gate; I did
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not intend to enter the home until Ada's husband arrived' While Ada was struggling with
the decision to return to Nigeria, she asked me several times what I thought of it, and I
would deflect the question back to her. I wanted to witness her life but not to contribute
systematically to its form. Her children were in school; she wanted to undertake further
study in Europe; she liked the security she enjoyed with her family and the prospects her
children had. Yet she felt she was growing apart from her husband, who would not
entertain the idea residing permanently in Ireland. I always told her that it was her
decision to make and in the end she decided to return to Nigeria.

Figure 3.18: Ada in front of her home on her return to Nigeria in 2004.

When they returned to Nigeria in 2004, the family joined Ada's husband in a rented fourbedroom, semi-detached bungalow in an organized, residential development on the
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outskirts of a small, oil-producing town. Metal bars and gates, a common security feature
in Nigerian homes and buildings, covered the front veranda. Inside, in the family sitting
area, a semicircle of sofas surrounded a shelf on which a large television and other
musical and electronic gadgets formed the central focus. Among the gadgets was a
satellite TV decoder that beamed images from European, American and South African
television programmes. On the opposite side of the living room was a glass dining-table
and chrome-plated dining seats. A few artworks and photographs dotted the living room,
including an etched image of her husband. The kids had fun jumping all over the place
and created some disorder. The light in the room was dull but that was because the
electricity company supplied only half the usual current. Later, at night, their private
electric generator came on. Two women came to peep at me and I passed a young man at
the gate. As I gathered, they were her sister and relatives of her husband. This was the
first time I had come into direct contact with the extended family she had spoken about in
our previous encounters.

Later that evening Ada offered me food, which was laid out so that I ate alongside her
husband. By eating the food, I was inscribing my comfortable presence in this new
familial space. In most Nigerian cultures, accepting food or water is a sign of trust and
familiarity. Because Ada's husband had been physically outside the frame in most of my
encounters with the family, I chose this moment to familiarise him with my project. I
wanted him to engage with his family's history of transnational ism and to account for it
through his own lens. However, he did not trust me. He had not been made aware of the
extent to which my engagement with their family's private life would be rendered public
and he expressed an immediate fear that the visual and textual material I collated from
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them might be used by the state. He deferred the issue to another day and we spent the
rest of the evening discussing a range of topics from politics to work.

Having consented to his family living in Ireland for nearly four years while he .stayed in
Nigeria to secure his well-paid job with an oil company, he explained to me his reasons
for desiring their return to Nigeria. The first was security; he felt that the children were
more at risk of 'abduction' or 'racially motivated attacks' in Ireland. I understood his
concern about racism but not about abduction and I wondered what caused such paranoia
and whether it was literal in its connotation. The second reason was paternal in nature and
illustrated how much he wanted to be a father to his children. He wanted them to be able
to 'pick up something from their father' as they grew up. He did not think that single
parenting was a good idea, irrespective of his family's reasons for being separated. 'The
mother alone can not bring up the children', he concluded. After our meal, he offered to
take me out to a bar in town. He invited his wife to come but she declined, probably out
of courtesy and possibly because it was not customary. I did not see many Nigerian men
in bars with their wives while I was there.

Ada's husband was not at home when I arrived the next day and Ada had a strange look
on her face. After a while, she told me that her husband was not interested in facilitating
my project. She repeated his reservations about what could happen to the images and to
her family when I was no longer in control of the research material. Oblivious to the
extent of his reservations, I had come with the intention of conducting or arranging a time
for a photo-elicited interview with him and I carried the same visual equipment that I had
had with me the previous day, including a moving-image camera to document the
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interview process. I was more concerned about how much time I had left than about his
valid point about privacy and my obvious insensitivity to these concerns of revelation and
secrecy (Taussig \999) and to his desire for anonymity had angered him.

Ada's husband came back later than usual because he had been to oversee a site where
they were building a new home. There was an unusual atmosphere when he arrived and
everything seemed to go quiet. He asserted a great authority, which everyone seemed to
acknowledge, except perhaps the younger children still running noisily all over the house.
He was trying to change the big television in the sitting room for another one. He took it
off the shelf and put it on a sofa, while the children, excited for some reason, played
around it. He howled at them to stay clear of the television but unfortunately one of them
attempted to challenge the order and the television fell on to the carpet. He reprimanded
the child with a measured kick of his foot. It was strange to witness this, for in Ireland
Ada had managed to have authority over her children without being physical (at least in
my presence). At that point I wanted to leave because the space and the charged
environment appeared unsuitable for my work. I was not sure if he was manifesting his
frustration at my presence, the vulnerability to which my research might expose them and
Ada's unilateral decision to participate in my project. He was not happy that Ada had not
consulted him before taking part in the research; with regard to the family's immigration
strategies, he considered that what was done in secret should have been kept secret. He
had already made contact with his lawyer to find out how best to protect his family from
any ill intentions and from what he regarded as public scrutiny. This in fact occurred
early on in my fieldwork and it proved to be a pivotal incident. It made me reflect on my
naivety and arrogance in overestimating my right to the details of private lives and
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underestimating the relationship between social marginality and secrecy. It was at this
point that I began to think of and negotiate ways of maintaining secrecy - or indeed
protecting identities - while still conducting visually-led research. My photo-elicited
interview with him never materialised but we came to an understanding on how the
existing data I had collated could be used.

Niger Delta: 2006

Figure 3.19: Boutique

Figure 3.20: New home under construction

In January 2006 I returned to visit the family again. By this time, the older children had
been resettled at different schools. The fifth and youngest child, who was still in the
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cradle when they left Ireland, had grown and approached me with inexplicable
familiarity. Two young women living with them looked after him most of the time. One

Figure 3.21: Ada consulting with a classmate in graduate school , 2006.

of Ada's children attended play school , an older son and daughter went to a private
elementary school, while their first daughter, the eldest child , attended a private boarding
school in a neighbouring city. Ada's husband still worked for the same oil company but
he had begun travelling extensively within Nigeria and overseas for meetings and training
related to his work . Ada ' s everyday life and responsibilities had changed since I knew the
family in Ireland. She had diverse commitments that required her attention on a daily
basis. Whereas previously I had usually had generous access to her, I had now to insert
myself into her schedule.
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My decision to follow her to her engagements during my stay in the town was not an
imposition; on the contrary, Ada was keen for me to experience her life. She was proud
of it and wanted to convince me that, at a personal level, she was comfortable with her
life in Nigeria and her decision to return. She asked me to follow her to specific sites such
as her boutique, her new home, the school and the business registration office. Like her
family photographs, these sites were material things that mattered in the process of
making meaning in her life (Aniakor 1979; Miller 1987, 1998). Recognition of this
underpinned the motivation for our joint presence at these places which were, I would
argue, pages of Ada's family album that had not been flattened and frozen into the
physicality of a photograph. I followed her with my camera to freeze these contexts
photographically, mainly because my own interest but also for her to add to her existing
archive.

The first place we went to together was her boutique, where I took the photograph in
figure 3.19. She was aware of my gaze in the photograph, demonstrating to me items she
travelled periodically to Europe to purchase and then sold at a mark-up to her friends and
associates, who were mostly working, or married to those working, in the lucrative oil
industry. Running the place could easily be a full-time job but she had an attendant who
worked there. She gave instructions in the morning and left but could be reached on her
mobile phone if necessary. From her shop, we went to inspect ongoing work at the site of
her new home. She did most of the landscaping herself and went periodically to attend to
the plants and grass.

In figure 3.20, I photographed her exiting the site through the

pedestrian entrance in front of the uncompleted gatehouse. The main building was a large
single-family house with an expansive kitchen and rooms that made her abode in Ireland
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appear immensely humble. It was a coded statement on her social status in Nigeria that
questioned the rationality of the challenging processes of asylum application she went
through during her stay in Ireland. From this location, we went to a city just over an
hour's drive away. I followed her to the business registration bureau where she attended
to some issues and complained about the inefficiency of the staff. It was already past
lunchtime by the time we left and we ate while she attended to some family and business
phone calls. Afterwards, we went to the school where she had enrolled for a Master's
degree in history (figure 3.21). I observed her run through offices and hold impromptu
meetings with lecturers and fellow students. She had to attend a two-hour lecture that
evening. I had already become exhausted in the 36 degree heat, something I had become
unaccustomed to after living in the Irish climate for over five years. I asked to be driven
to the transport park so that I could make my way home. Ada did not get home until
nearly 10 p.m. Although she did not usually stay out so late, her commitments required
her to work twelve to fourteen hours every day, generally from home. Her schedule also
involved a lot of travelling. In a six-month period between 2006 and 2007, I received
calls from her from London and Lagos and she had been in Malaysia on business during
the same period. Her position in and relationship to her family had undergone a major
reconfiguration since her departure from Ireland.

Throughout their stay in Ireland and on their eventual return to Nigeria, Ada and her
family consciously reflected upon and negotiated the privileges of European citizenship,
the transnational dynamics of social class, status and belonging, familial politics that cut
across gender and extended family relations and the contingency of familial support. In
their lives in Ireland and in their eventual return to Nigeria are to be found reformulations
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of familial structures, space, relationships and gendered roles. These considerations and
manifestations, among others, are shared with the other social actors discussed in this
chapter.

III

Okonkwo and Mary

My contact with Okonkwo and Mary's family spanned three years, their early period of
migration and their more settled life in Ireland. In 2004, during my fieldwork in Nigeria, [
met Mary, whom I had known previously, in Lagos. It was over a decade since I had seen
her and she now had four children. Her husband Okonkwo worked as a psychiatric nurse
in a hospital in a county south of Dublin. I became an observer in Mary's life; negotiating
access was easy because we had been acquainted with one another for a good number of
years. In my research practice I have had to formally request permission to look at the
family photo album, but in Mary's home this was offered to me as a guest and friend of
the family without my asking. It was my duty to inform her of my research intentions, so
I formalised the gesture and turned it into a deliberate archaeology of her family life.
While Mary was in Lagos, in the company of her children and some relatives, Okonkwo,
away in Ireland, was present only in the phone calls, which took place in the middle of
the afternoon or the evening. When I returned to Ireland I decided to locate Okonkwo and
present to him the images I had scanned, after discussion with Mary, from his family's
photo album in Lagos. I wanted to see how he related to them and how they defined his
presence in Ireland and his relationship with his family in Nigeria.
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I copied several dozen images from the family's collection while at their home in Lagos,
but I have chosen only a few of them, along with related responses, in order to present, in
a condensed fonn, the manner in which I experienced the life of the family in their early
days of migration and transnational family fonnation. Most of the attached comments
come from interviews with Okonkwo in Dublin in 2004, while a few are extracts from
my encounter with Mary in Lagos. The images are not arranged in the order in which
they were laid out in the photo album; I have deliberately put them in my own linear,
historical order.

Like some other participants in this study, Mary showed me the 'church wedding'
photographs first. In their rendering of the family's history, however, there is an
acknowledgement that this event was directly connected to conditions, events and
transitions in their lives. This is why I have collated these images, each bearing an
iconographic responsibility for a significant stage, moment and period of their lives prior
to their reunion in Ireland. To commence, I chose a studio portrait of Okonkwo and Mary
(figure 3.22). For Okonkwo, the image recalls something significantly reflective of their
circumstances: their separation and their struggle for socioeconomic stability. But the
environment in which they lived in Nigeria did not guarantee such stability. In figure 3.24
Okonkwo comments on the photograph of Mary and three of their children taken in their
previous home in Lagos, a single room that served as living room, bedroom and storage
space. They cooked on the veranda. The worn paint of the blue wall is an iconographic
testament to the indigence enunciated in this vision of their home. Poverty motivated
Okonkwo to find alternative means of socioeconomic reproduction and this he found
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through emigration to Ireland. The economic dividends of migration became pivotal to
the re-imaging of this family through the photographs of their children in a private school
(figure 3.25) or the wedding pictures that dominated all their family albums.

Figure 3.22: This was when she [Mary] visited in Lagos. She was mourning the death of her
mother when she came to Lagos - she was staying with her sister CJ. I went to collect her from
c rs house to show her where I was living ... I was not married at the time. Mary was studying at
Aba and I was still courting her. We courted for years, I proposed to her in 1990 and she
accepted. We were in communication through letters all through the period . This is not the first
time we have been separated like this. But, we speak everyday, which is better than those days
because cost of telephone was very high then, though it is still high now. Here I talk to her every
day as long as the telephone exchange is working. It is surely better because while shc was at
Aba, you could only communicate her by writing and it usually takes a month for the mail to get
there (interview with Okonkwo, 2004).
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Figure 3.23 : When I was still in LUTH [Lagos Unive rsity Teaching Hospital], I was alone then,
Mary hadn ' t come. I te ll yo u what happened. While she was still at Aba doing the certifi cate
course, I did not kn ow the school of medi cal records offered HND [Higher Nati onal Diploma]
programmes and Mary wro te to me to make inquiries relating to that. She said she wanted to do
the HND course and I said okay come and join me .. . [Since] I have accepted yo u as the person I
am going to marry . So she came to take the exam, did the interv iew and passed. By the time she
came I was preparin g to go fo r my course at A ro and so there was no money to acco mmodate her
stud ies . I did not know what to do so I asked her to go bac k and she start ed cryin g. She said : ' if I
go out of your house, you will not sec me again ' . She started sheddin g tears and I too start ed
sheddi ng tears. There was a co-operati ve I belonged to and so I had to wi thdraw some money
fro m there and got her enrolled into the school and then left my ho use fo r her to go to Aro to do
my own co urse. While she was in LUTH , I was at Aro doing my own course. An yway, I fini shed
be fore her because hers was a four- year programme while mine was o ne year and s ix months.
LUTI-I was pay ing me a basic salary. In fac t they cut all allo wances they were pay ing me because
the y were sponsoring my studi es. They were giving me just above 1,000 Naira and both of us
we re eatin g from there. You sec how hard it was ! We we re determined to live together, sufTe r

together and reap what ever comes out of it (interview with Okonkwo, 2004).
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Figure 3.24 : This is my family. My wife and the three children before th e last one came. This
picture was taken in my house in LUTH (Lagos University Teaching Hospital). So, this is the one
bedroom where we all were staying. Actually they were sti ll staying there when I left. When I got
money, I sent the money to Mary to find another place. I would like them to move again but they
are coming to Ireland soon but I also like the fact that thieves don't disturb that area they live now
(interv iew with Okonkwo, 2004).
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Figure 3.25: This is my children's school. The three of them are in this school they have not
always been here. They were attending the LUTH staff school near where I was living. When
they moved we had to find another school for them. The reason for choosing the private school is
because of the situation in Nigeria. The salaries of the private school teacher are paid promptly
and so they do not go on strike. The public school teachers are always going on strike, which does
not happen in the private schools. Also the private schools have better quality education. Yes it is
more expensive but I can afford it now. It is a benefit of my present economic status (interview
with Okonkwo, 2004).
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Figure 3.26: I had just fmished eating and I was washing up the dishes. Up to now I still find it
hard. We start work very early and close very late. We start 8 a.m. in the morning and close 9
p.m. and before you get home and prepare what you are going to eat, it will be almost midnight
and the following morning you are sure of going to work again. So, I still find it hard and strange
doing the cooking. Well, the situation in Nigeria ... there my wife cooks but when I am less busy
I do the cooking and she enjoys my cooking for the family. What makes it difficult for me here is
the long hours and not necessarily the act of cooking. I cook and store in the fridge and then take
bits of it (interview with Okonkwo, 2004).
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Figure 3.27: This is during the wedding ... The only reason is just to fonnal ise the marriage in the
church and to bless the marriage, to receive blessings fro m God. It was mostl y the fonnalily and I
had my children participate in the wedding. You kno w before the weddin g, there were many
things. I was being depri ved of many things in the church. I was not allowed to receive the
Hol y Communion but since after the wedding, I am able to receive the Holy Communion and can
participate in anythin g in the church (in terview with Mary, 2004).

178

Figure 3.28: We did the court wedding and the traditional wedding but we didn't have the money
for a church wedding so as soon as money started coming in, the first letter I wrote was for her to
start preparing for the wedding even though my employers did not want to grant my annual leave.
I also asked her to pray that it should take place that year 2002. She tried her best while I was
running around here and God crowned our efforts and it happened ... Actually after three or four
months I told her to start preparing but the wedding took place about eleven months after I
arrived. I arrived in Ireland in January and by April and May I told her to start preparing. By
November we had the wedding. It is God's work. I know people and people know me and also
Mary. There were a lot of people in attendance. We had people from Lagos, Onitsha, Aba, and
from home so a lot of people turned up. I can't count the number. I was overwhelmed. If you had
watched the video you would have seen how grand it was (interview with Okonkwo, 2004).
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Fi g ure 3.29: My children were my litt le bridesmaids and pageboys on my wedding day (interview
wi th Okonkwo, 2004).

2004: in Lagos with Mary

From 2002, Okonkwo worked in Ireland as a nurse . Mary worked full-time as a medical
records officer in one of the institutions of higher learning in Lagos. Saddled with the
care of her fami ly, she recollnted how, when she was transferred to a new office where
there was a tradition of working long hours, she insisted on not working beyond five in
the evening so she could attend to the needs of her children. Usua lly, she would have
been afraid that this would lead to her being fired, but Okonkwo remitted so much more
than she earned that she felt sufficiently confident to take a stand aga in st exploitation in
order to care for her chi ldren. The eldest child bore mllch orthe responsibil ity for looking
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after the younger ones when they returned from school in the afternoon, since the home
help Mary had previously employed had left for undisclosed reasons. Running her life as
a working mother while her husband was in Ireland was a challenge, but she gracefully
admitted being in control; as she put it, her 'life in Lagos is [was] comfortable and
temporal'.

Unlike the exclusive places on the Lagos Island, Ikeja, the area where the family lived,
accommodated a broad range of people; it also had a much higher rent level than the
other mainland areas on the outskirts of Lagos. Mary lived in a three-bedroom apartment
in a tenement building in the centre ofIkeja. The three-storey, multi-family structure was
surrounded by open gutters and there was a row of shops on the ground floor. A used red
Toyota Carina that Okonkwo had bought for Mary was parked on the street. She had
learnt to drive during the past year, never having owned or driven a car previously. The
car made going to work and running errands much easier. When she visited the large
bungalow they had built in the part of the country Okonkwo came from, she used another
car, a second-hand Mercedes, which otherwise sat idle for most of the year. These,
together with their new home in Ikeja, were symbols of their prosperity.

A dark staircase led to their apartment on the top floor, the apartment itself consisting of
rooms and utility spaces opposite each other and separated by a corridor that led to the
living room, where a door led to the master bedroom. The architecture allowed for multifamily use, so Mary had assigned one room to her brother. Later, when they left for
Ireland, they rented the apartment to other relatives while continuing to pay some of the
costs. This space was a very significant change from their previous single-room home.
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Set out on red carpets overlaid with plastic mats that dictated the paths for human traffic
was an arrangement of sofas too big for the room. At one end was the family
entertainment centre, with a Sony mini Hi-Fi music system, a small television showing
westem cartoon movies and a video-player arranged inside a mahogany compartment.
The children watched a movie, while I concentrated on the food set out for me on a
polished wooden 'centre table', as it is called in Nigeria. The children ran in and out of a
bedroom door that opened into the living room. The tops of the blue living room walls
were lined with long, brown, plywood boxes which held a range of family photographs,
mostly laminated on a wooden board, with white lining around the images. A few
pictures also hung on the walls.

Mary was delighted to see me again. We spent some time catching up and talking about
people we knew. I finally settled into the living room where her four children ran around,
apparently excited over this visitor they had not seen before. After a while darkness fell
and it was not really advisable for me to stay longer. I came back the next Sunday
afternoon to continue the dialogue. Mary's brother, who lived with them and ran a
budding 'business centre',5 was doing some washing in a large pan in the corridor that led
into the sitting room, where the kids were gathered around the television watching
cartoon movies while Mary and her sister, who had come to visit from another part of
Lagos, sat talking in a comer of the room. I greeted every one as properly as I could and
almost immediately, Mary went to the kitchen to prepare some food for me.

Shortly afterwards Mary brought out her collection of family photos. I had, to a large
extent, sidelined the sister from the exchange, which I was sorry about, as I would have
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appreciated her contribution. She smiled constantly as Mary narrated the images to me
and at some point she went into the bedroom opposite the sitting room to wait for us to
finish. Her ease of access to private spaces such as Mary's bedroom attested to their
closeness as well as to the contested distinctions between private and public spaces in
Nigerian extended family relations. The equipment I had laid out in the sitting room
fascinated the children. They interrupted us several times, pleading to play with my
computer. It took a strongly worded command from their mother before they relocated to
their bedroom. Their behaviour, however, showed· they had a lot of respect for her
authority.

There were many portrait photos of individuals and groups looking directly at the camera,
representing various stages in Mary's life, her husband's life and their children's. The
relationships they had with other family members and friends were reflected mainly in
similar portrait photographs, taken mostly during weddings, baptismal ceremonies and
naming ceremonies. There was also a good representation of her brothers and sisters and
her husband's brothers, sisters, nieces and nephews in this collection. As stated above,
their wedding ceremony, where their children were present as pageboys and flower girl,
constituted a major part of the collection. The wedding photographs framed the fulfilment
of their dreams and aspirations. This was evidenced even in the nature of the album's
cover, as compared with the covers of other albums, as well as in the flamboyance of the
setting, the images in the photographs and the sheer size of the collection, which took up
nearly half of the entire album. The colourfulness of the images and the size of the
celebration surpassed any other in the entire collection. It was also the first photo album
tbat Mary wanted to show me, before I indicated that I would like to see the older ones
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first. The traditional wedding ceremony and the marriage at the registry, which had taken
place several years before, got much less documentation and a lower attendance than the
church wedding, which opened what looked like another chapter in the life of the family,
wi th every member an active participant.

I wanted to know why the 'church wedding' took place after they had had four children
(present in the photos) and two legally valid wedding rituals. Mary found my curiosity
amusing. She attributed the timing of and necessity for a church wedding to the position
taken by the Catholic church, to which she belonged. According to her, she had been
denied participation in some church activities when she had not been married in church.
There was also the issue of the social respect given to the flamboyance of church
weddings; Mary did not mention this as their reason for organising one, but it can also be
a factor where couples decide to have a wedding long after starting a family together.

A number of the photographs in the album were of her husband in Ireland, dressed
fonnally in a shirt and tie, alone in an office or with Irish or European colleagues of his.
There were also pictures of the Irish landscape. Most of them Mary could not interpret,
since she knew very little of their significance to her husband; it was only during my
encounter with Okonkwo that they were properly contextualised. He mailed or brought
back the photographs from Ireland in order to establish his (virtual) presence in the life of
the family. Instead, as Mary evidenced in her unfamiliarity with the context of the
photographs taken in Ireland, the images reified their separation. I wondered what the
distance between her husband and the family was doing to their relationship, but Mary
seemed almost indifferent about it; so many opportunities that she did not have prior to
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her husband's 'exit' to Ireland were now open to her. The transition from being 'poor' to
being 'comfortable' compensated for the separation; she appeared content with
Okonkwo's daily phone calls and six-monthly visits. 'The fact that I have a job and four
children occupied me enough', she said and by extension minimised the pain of their
separation. As Okonkwo reminded me later, they had been through this before under
tougher conditions.

One of the things that worried Mary about her new life was that some people close to her,
those who aspired to be in her situation or to reap greater benefits from her husband's
improved economic profile, were jealous of her. This became a strain on her relationships
with people who were formerly dear to her. She also thought that physical distance might
be inimical to her relationship with Okonkwo since it could lead to what she referred to
as 'temptations'. I suggested to a number of female respondents that men were more
likely to be susceptible to temptations, but the men also worried about the women, which
was why Ada's husband was uncomfortable with my proximity to his wife. There were
constant rumours about married Nigerian men and women having affairs in Ireland, the
result, in large part, of loneliness and separation from their spouses.

Even though Mary was brave about the geographic fragmentation of her family, she was
excited then about their prospects of relocation to Ireland. She saw the move as an
opportunity for her children to get a better education, learn 'better values', 'speak better
English' (meaning that their speech would demonstrate their 'polished' and 'cultured'
status from an anglicised, colonial point of reference). She wanted her children to interact
with a broader cultural spectrum and to reside in a place with more comfort and greater
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facilities. Overall, she saw Ireland as a place to start a new, better life for her family. I
was startled at her expectations, which derived from a vision of life in the west common
to the popular imagination. Mary was not aware of the differences between the classical
English manner of speech and the native dialects in Ireland, nor did she appreciate the
strength of her own cultural 'values', since she had no direct and unmediated experience
of the cultures to which she aspired. Enlightenment would come later, following her
arrival in Ireland.

Encounter with Okonkwo, Dublin 2004

Okonkwo worked very awkward schedules in a psychiatric hospital. Sometimes he
started early in the morning, at other times he worked at night. His free days might be in
the middle of the week; weekends were by no means work-free. He had no regular roster
and could be called in at any time, day or night. Because of this he was seldom able to
participate in other activities; I was lucky that he chose to find time for me. He decided, I
was not sure why, to meet me in the city. I would have liked to see where he lived, had a
meal with him, so as to get closer to the way he functioned away from his family. We
met, however, in a central location in Dublin city.

Because I had got used to the European tradition of conversations over tea and coffee, I
offered to take him somewhere for coffee. He turned down my offer, instead suggesting
that we head towards Parnell Street on the north side of Dublin. 6 He described a place
where an Igbo woman cooked some local Igbo recipes and asked me if I still ate them. I
must have sent out a very misleading signal about how westernised I had become. We
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arrived and I ordered some ogbono soup and pounded yam, which arrived filled with
different types of cow meat; he had pepper soup, also with cow meat. He drank Maltina
(a malt drink imported from Nigeria) and offered me one. His next stop was Moore
Street, where he did his shopping and bought phone cards for the week. This was his
usual routine on a free day.

As we sat there that afternoon, he spoke continually of how wonderful it was to have the
opportunity to work in Ireland. Wandering down memory lane, he recounted how he had
walked past the notice board in his Nigerian hospital and seen the advertisement for
nurses in Ireland. He went to the agency making the arrangements, but there was a huge
financial commitment in the form of processing fees: 25,000 Naira, almost as much as his
monthly salary, which in any case had not been paid for some time. With the help of a
few friends and through the kindness of someone at the agency, he was able to raise some
of the money as a deposit, the rest to be paid at a later date. He described the application
as a desperate move and he was not confident he would get the job. A few months later,
he was called to take up the appointment.

Okonkwo appreciated the economic benefits of his migration, but resented the conditions
that necessitated it. He commented passionately on the decay of health infrastructures in
Nigeria and the misappropriation offunds by hospital management, which had resulted in
the non-payment of salaries and his decision to leave Nigeria. Had he continued working
in a Nigerian public hospital, he would not have been able to care for his family or to
build his new home. On the other hand, he said that if he had secured a job in one of the
hospitals for oil company staff, where the pay was good and the infrastructure similar to
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that in Europe, he would definitely have stayed in Nigeria. In order words, his 'exit' was
anchored primarily in his need to survive and support his family. His strongest
attachments and his commitment were to Nigeria, which he returned to frequently and
continuously referred to as his home.

Okonkwo appreciated the benefits of beirig in Ireland. 'I thank God for this opportunity
and I hope I can continue in this job', he said. Ireland had improved his life
economically, though he seemed ambivalent and unresolved about regarding it as a home
and was even considering opportunities elsewhere that offered better prospects. I met
Okonkwo at a defining moment in his life, when what mattered most was an escape from
poverty. Beside that, loyalties were of minor importance, though his loyalty to his family
was unquestionable. At this time, the family reunification process was at an advanced
stage. He was very discreet about it and so was Mary; though both of them spoke of
wanting to be together, neither disclosed to me the extent of their arrangements or the
timeframe they had in mind. They reasoned that people who knew of their plans were
likely to be envious of them and they were also aware that success was not guaranteed.
As a result they wanted to keep a low profile until they were sure of their future. I
interpreted their caution as a defensive approach to protect a very important step for their
family. Theirs was a desperate attempt to escape from poverty, a move which could not
be compromised.

Reunion was a challenging option for Okonkwo. He understood the economIc
implications of bearing the expenses of the whole family, given the high cost of living in
Ireland, which would, he concluded, 'send us back to square one.' While his family was
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in Nigeria, he could send them money, which went a long way there, so that they lived
comfortably in both locations. But he was not persuaded by the economic argument for
living apart. When he arrived in 200 I, nurses were allowed to bring their spouses to
Ireland, but neither spouse nor family members were eligible for work.

Following a

series of civil right campaigns by several interest groups, a new policy came into effect in
2003, allowing the spouses of nurses to work in Ireland. Irrespective of the challenge of
fending for his family of six in an expensive country, Okonkwo's desire to be with them
took precedence. In March 2005 he went to Nigeria and returned to Ireland with Mary
and their four children.

Ireland: Settling Down

A few weeks after Mary and her children arrived in Ireland, Okonkwo called to inform
me of their presence. I arranged to visit them and continued to maintain contact with the
family. It was not until the middle of 2006 that I arranged another formal gaze at their
family album, especially the new photographs taken since they arrived in Ireland, some
of which I had contributed to either as the person behind the camera or within the frame. I
did not return to their family album to inform myself or find visual evidence of events in
their lives, but rather to mediate my engagement with their life in Ireland since their
reunion. It was a pivotal point from which we could, together, circumnavigate their
family life and memories in Ireland, connect and interrogate them. When Mary came
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upon the image in figure 3.30, she did not tell me the picture was taken a few months
after they arrived or that one of the bicycles in the frame was a gift from her neighbour,
nor did she speak of their house, a three-bedroom rented home, on the front lawn of
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which the photograph was taken . These were events for which the photograph was
evidential , and instead she spoke of what was invisible in the frame, her unplanned
pregnancy, signified only by the barely visible bulge of her belly.

Figure 3.3 0: I thought that when I came over here, that after some months I will get myself a job,
that I will be moving around. But , unfortunately for me it did not work out that way, so, let me
just put thi s way, exactly the same month I came here was exactly the same month I took in [got
pregnant] ... So, I wasn't all that eil! ... because I ha ve planned not to have another baby. But
getting down here, I saw myself in that ty pe of situation and it was not easy for me (interview
with Okonkwo and Mary, 2006).
When I visited their home soon after their arrival, Mary could not drive because she had
no Irish driver' s licence and did not own a car. They lived in an idyllic location in
W icklow, albeit isolated from any vibrant social centre. She could not find work, because
o f her pregnancy, the need to care for her children and the lack of employment
opportunities in her area of specialisat ion. As a result, she was confined to her home most
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of the time. She explained to me that she wished the situation were different. Mary
missed the responsibilities she had had in Nigeria, such as going to work, shopping and
giving directions to people who worked on projects in their horne. She missed the pace of
life in Lagos and the energy that it generated, even though she acknowledged that the
quality of life was poor. She missed her friends and her social networks. In December
2005 Mary gave birth to her fifth child. After estimating the cost of childcare in Ireland

Figure 3.3 I: I heard that this place is quiet and the person who found the place for me, I trust him,
he said no violence here, no armed robbery, no thuggery here. So, like, if it remains like how he
told me, I think I will be here for sometime, despite the fact that 1 drive, you know, a long way to
go to work (interview with Okonkwo and Mary, 2006).

she resolved to dis'continue her search for work, deciding instead to work at horne as a
full-time mother. She considered taking courses in the Open University but Okonkwo
seemed less enthusiastic. He usually had the final say but Mary hoped to persuade him.
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Apart from the unification of her family, the Ireland of her imagination was more
appealing than its reality, to which she had to adjust to day by day .
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Figure 3.32: Like she rightly said, anyway, am happy that my wife and children came to join me
here, but when they came it was not, you know, really easy for me. Because I hadn't gotten a car
then, I hadn't gotten a house of my own. So to go out and buy food for them, that wasn't the
problem because there was a little money, the problem was the transportation of the food. You
know, you have to, maybe, carry the food on your head or your shoulder. It wasn't really easy for
me but I thank God that as time went on, these things started coming one by one; the car, the
house. So I think, things are becoming a bit better now, by the grace of God (interview with
Okonkwo and Mary, 2006).

For Okonkwo, whose work schedule remained unchanged, the experience was different.
He was no longer lonely because his family was present, bringing company and
responsibilities. Instead of daily long-distance calls to Mary and the children in Nigeria,
he occasionally called relatives there. His priorities shifted towards ways of resolving the
complexities of everyday life for his family in their new environment. He did most of the
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shopping, mainly because he knew his way around better than Mary and also because she
had to look after the children. Over the next few months, he acquired their first family car
in [reland, an eight-year old Fiat, and a computer for the children and Mary, who needed
to be engaged while at home. 'Things are getting better', he said, remembering the
immense difficulties he went through in the first few weeks after his family's arrival,
which included getting the children into school, filing immigration documents, buying
furniture for their home and other family-related errands.

Figure 3.33: You know, children, being what they are integrated fast, very fast, made intimate
friends, and even when we had come over from Kafira to this place, they had under one week ...
yourself have seen what has been happening here since morning you came. They've been doing
weB, their teacher has been saying 'brilliant, excellent', lots of commendations, prizes, we have
been getting from the school (interview with Okonkwo and Mary, 2006).
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Figurc 3.34: This is the day wc went to Newcastle hospital ... it's a sort of ... we call it Newcastlc
day. It 's sort of a fundraising ceremony that the hospital does to raise funds to renovate some
infrastructures in the hospitals. It was held in June last year, there will be another one possibly in
June this year, it's a yearly event and we raised lots of money for the hospital (interview with
Okonkwo and Mary, 2006).

O konkwo resented the money he spent on their three-bedroom rented house, and a year
after his family's arrival he bought a house in a village south of Wicklow for € 178,000
(figure 3.31). Responding to the photograph, Okonkwo elaborated on his preferences
regarding a home for his famil y. In my opinion, they reflected more of the Nigerian
context than of the Iri sh one where the house was situated. His desire for a home in an
area devoid of violence, armed robbery and thuggery could have been met in most
neighbourhoods in Ireland, but in Nigeria such considerations would have been crucial
and this was his point of reference. Issues such as racism , social profile, school s and
distance to work, which were more relevant to th e Irish context, seemed less significant
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to him. Although aware that Okonkwo's preferences gave him a wide range of choice, a
friend recommended a house on a social housing estate in the little town where he
himself lived, possibly making a profit from the very quick sale. The friend lived on the
other side of town in a more up-market area and Okonkwo had visited him there. He did
not, however, explain to Okonkwo the differences between the area in which he lived and
the one he recommended to them, nor did he inform them of the consequences for raising
a family in that particular location. According to Okonkwo, he looked only at the
materiality of the structure, considering it in terms of space and amenities. Signs such as
the semi-deserted property next door, with its broken windows and the pile of litter on its
front lawn, gave him no clue to the social profile of the neighbourhood in general.
Okonkwo and his children appeared unaware of the class sensitivities evoked by such
social sites and embraced the area with a certain naivete. It was better by far than Lagos,
Okonkwo reasoned, again situating the place outside its local context.

In their first few days in the house, the other children in the neighbourhood flocked to
their home, excited by the infusion of four young children into the neighbourhood. After
a week, Okonkwo and Mary found that their children were reluctant to stay at home, read
their books and obey authority. The other kids were perpetually on the street and so were
theirs. In my presence, Okonkwo threatened to send his children back to Nigeria if they
did not stop. The other women on the estate were annoyed when their children were
banished from Okonkwo and Mary's home or had their access restricted. The house was
already paid for and there was no question of moving again. For Mary, the values she
found around her hardly coincided with what she had imagined. In order to prevent the
'corruption' of their children and retain the values they had imparted to them, Okonkwo
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and Mary restricted their movements, insisting they stay indoors to play or study most of
the time. This was like their life in Lagos, where they hardly ever left their apartment
without supervision.

The children were impressionable and found it easy to integrate into their environment,
discovering and mapping their locality, which they came to know better than their
parents. When I visited them in their old home, they rode their bicycles up and down the
street, the bigger son pedalling, while the youngest stood on the footrest, holding his
brother's back. Their parents had felt comfortable about letting them play outside there,
but their new neighbourhood was different. At school the children picked things up very
quickly, earning commendations from their teachers. A school bus collected them in the
morning, or occasionally Okonkwo would drop them off. They were the only African
children in the school, in the towns they lived in and in the church they attended. This did
not bother the children, who seemed to feel at home and oblivious of difference.

I constantly marvelled at how prudent the family was. The children dressed and ate well,
mainly Igbo meals and other Nigerian staple food. They had books, other school
materials and basic toys such as bicycles and dolls but not items such as video games.
Okonkwo did not drink in pubs and rarely went out to socialise with colleagues. Their
family outings involved going to church on Sundays, attending local community events,
organising birthday ceremonies, having occasional meals with a close Irish neighbour,
attending events in the children's school and going for a drive. Activities such as going to
the cinema, swimming pool or circus cost money and were reserved for very. special
occasions. As a result, their expenditure was limited to utilities, education, food and the
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mortgage. They never complained about lack of money and continued to assist relatives
and to fund projects in Nigeria. How they managed to do all that on Okonkwo's income
puzzled me.

Return

Figure 3.35: That's our house in the village, and that's our car. Like she said, if things improve, I
might go back to Nigeria, you know, your home is your home, no matter how bad it is, your home
is your home (interview with Okonkwo, 2006).
Despite the economically restricted life the family lived in Ireland, they left a contrasting
impression in their place of origin in Nigeria. In the photograph, Okonkwo points to his
country home, still incomplete at that time, and to the car he used whenever he went
home. Before his family joined him, he travelled to Nigeria every six months. I imagined
that he would have little incentive to return after his family arrived in Ireland but just
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over a year later, in 2006, he went on a visit. He planned to go again in 2007. In Ireland,
Okonkwo lived a conservative and anonymous life but in his village and among his
relatives he was held in high regard, a recognition that derived from the material
manifestation of his 'success'. When I returned to Nigeria in January 2006, I had an
opportunity to witness the way he was perceived at home. I went to his village in the
eastern part of Nigeria, where I introduced myself to his relatives. The house in the
photograph had been completed and his siblings were now living in it. He had started
constructing another house opposite his own, since he wanted to give his family
compound a new and honourable image. His younger brother had received a mini-van for
his public transport business and his brother in-law some assistance with his business. As
a result of these visible achievements, Okonkwo was considered a success. His passionate
investment in Nigeria and periodic return there underscored his need for this site of
affirmation, where his family's struggles and sacrifices assumed a meaningful posture in
the recognition and respect he received.

Mary and Okonkwo's account elucidates the way in which economic transformations that
are contingent on transnational labour movements playa crucial part in the re-articulation
of social status and family life in both Nigeria and Ireland. Such a development
empowered Mary in her workplace and accorded her family recognition in other social
spheres in Nigeria. Within Ireland, however, contrasting gender and class dynamics are
unravelled. It is this marked difference in their multi-sited experience of transnationalism
that informs Okonkwo's conceptualisation of home. The family's everyday experiences,
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however, indicate the possibility that familial structures, notions of belonging and
everyday life are continuously being rearticulated.

IV

John and Tinu

My first encounter with John was in late 2001 at a meeting of a migrant support group in
the north-east of Ireland. He had been introduced to the group by a friend and from then
on he worked with them, becoming the group's secretary until the demands of his work
and his private life made his participation more marginal. His wife Tinu also joined the
group, attended some of the meetings and social events and worked in a voluntary
capacity with other women. I got to know John and Tinu two years before I began my
research project and in 2003 I asked them to become participants in this study. The
situation was problematic; I found it difficult to distinguish between our existing
friendship and our new research relationship. They treated me as a friend whenever I
visited and it was friendship that made them commit to my research when other people
were opting out because of concerns about privacy. They were among the busiest of the
people involved in my study but yet found time to sift and talk me through their very
large collection of family photographs. They were open about many things in their lives
and John particularly spoke with an authoritative eloquence and articulation.

When [ first met them, they were both waiting for the results of their application for
refugee status. Tinu was pregnant and when she gave birth to a boy they applied to
remain in Ireland on the basis of their son's Irish citizenship. In February 2003 Michael
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McDDwell, the Minister fDr Justice, Equality and Law RefDrm, suspended the processing
Df

all such applicatiDns as a result Df a decisiDn by the Supreme CDurt; 7 this meant that

their applicatiDn was delayed and it was nDt until 2005 that they were granted the right to.
live in Ireland: Even thDugh they had been engaged in vDluntary wDrk and Dther activities
related to. their professiDn, it was Dnly then that they fDrmally started wDrking as
professiDnals. JDhn regularised his pDsitiDn in a cDmpany where, because Df his lack Df
legal dDcuments, he had wDrked previDusly in a vDluntary capacity, while Tinu fDund
wDrk as a cDmmunity Drganiser with an Irish gDvernment agency.

Generally they appeared very cDnfident, aware Df their privileged pDsitiDn within the
Nigerian cDmmunity in Ireland yet firmly integrated into. its multilayered structure. They
cDntinued to. live in the same place as when I first met them, a small, three-bedroDm,
single-stDrey hDuse in a subdivisiDn estate, updating its interiDr minimally in line with
their improved pDlitical, and therefDre eCDnDmic, status. It was there that I usually made
cDntact with them, except when we met at functiDns in the hDmes Df peDple we bDth
knew. They had no. plans to. mDve, unless into. their Dwn hDme. MDSt Nigerian families in
the area were renting and so. were they. Their three children shared Dne bedroDm and
JDhn

and Tinu the Dther, while the smallest roDm, a tiny space, was JDhn's studio.. On the

ground flDDr they had their kitchen and living roDm, where they spent mDst Df the time.
Two.

dark leather cushiDns were placed in two. CDrners, while the televisiDn and sDund

system faced them in a diagDnal pDsitiDn. The walls held framed pDrtraits Df the family,
SDme Df

the children and Dthers Df JDhn and Tinu. The televisiDn was always Dn, usually

set to. the SPDrtS channel. JDhn was a SDccer fan and suppDrted Arsenal fDDtball club in
England. The channel changed Dnly when the children watched cartDDns, thDugh I hardly
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ever noticed them doing so since I usually came in the evening, when John and Tinu were
likely to be home. At times, the children studied with the television on, set to a low
volume. John helped them with their homework most evenings but would glance
intermittently at the television for sports news updates.

Whenever I was there, John

would eat his dinner in the living room while having a conversation with me or watching
soccer. The children ate on the dining-table set in the sparsely furnished kitchen.

Outside their red brick-box home, a hedge separated their driveway from that of their
Nigerian neighbour, who had trained as an accountant but worked as a bus driver. Other
identical semi-detached homes lined both sides. of the street. Whenever the old Nissan
Sunny was parked on the driveway, I knew Tinu was home. John drove a fairly old Opel
Corsa to work and usually returned around 7 p.m. They were less concerned than many
Nigerian families about exhibiting status through conspicuous material consumption,
exemplified by the brand and newness of their cars, the electronics in their homes and
home ownership. John and Tinu appeared modest in that regard. They accepted myoid
large-screen computer monitor to replace an ageing one John used for his work. Their
focus seemed to be more on their careers and family. John boasted at times, but primarily
by identifying and showing me drawings of buildings and structures he had designed that
had been or were about to be erected in the town, or talking about how valuable he was to
his property development company and how he intended to set up his own architectural
practice. This life of theirs in Ireland, which evolved over a number of years, had started
in Nigeria where they used to live and work. In articulating it, John and Tinu took me
back through memory to their lives in Nigeria, persuading me to remain faithful to that
multidimensional interrogation of their presence and family life in Ireland.
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Prior Familial Formations

Figure 3.36: That's my dad, that's me ... that's my Dad's birthday. My dad 's birthday is always a
big. big party every yea r. I just think why he does it that way is because, he lost his parents when
he was very yo ung ... he lost his parents when he was three or four and he did not ha ve that kind
or love at all. You know, someone needs to tell him it 's his birthday. That is just me. That is just
the way I see it. I love my dad so mueh and we are very, very close, till I got married (i nterv iew
with John and Tinu, 2005).

Tinu 's father had nine wives (including Tinu's mother), who lived in many location s in
Nigeria and the UK. Even Tinu had to pause for a minute to count all of them . Her father
was a titled man, a well-established industrialist and politician who owned a lot of land
and property in Lagos. According to Tinu, it was the appeal of his wealth and power that
attracted his wives to him . Her mother, a well-established property agent and developer,
lived apart from her father in a house she owned in Lagos. A number of hi s wives were
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Figure 3.37: Okay now, when she was talkin g about all of them, [i.e.] th e children from diffe rent
mums and growi ng up together and all th at, I think credit should be given to this wo man who
happened to be like their mum , I mea n th eir fa th er s mum, she was like an aunty to the fa ther
because the fath er had lost his parents when he was much, much yo unge r, she's th e o nc th at took

care o f the dad. They were all staying with this woman, she's a nurse and was a disciplinarian and
she made sure nothin g was lac king in th e housc. She bro ught about that fa mil y in harmony when
the dad wo ul d have gone to work or to look for mo ney and everyth ing or runnin g fo r business or
poli tics - because the dad is in poli ti cs up till th is moment - this is the wo man that stood by them.
She was always th ere, she d idn't have any child of her own. She took all of th em as hcr g randchild ren. Even th ough they have different mums, they still look up to her as their mum. Yo u
know what I mean. We can't go to Nigeria now and not sec her or buy her thi ngs. T his is when

she was 85 I th ink, recentl y; she's qui te old (interview wi th John and Ti nu, 2005).
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economically independent, while the rest depended on him wholly or partially for their
support. Her father supported the children but had little time to play traditional fatherly
roles. Apart from those who lived in England with their mother, the children lived in a
large house in Lagos where they had a cook, housekeepers and people who drove them to
school. Because of this decentred sense of home and family they found in their aunt, a
woman who had adopted their orphaned father, a stabilising agent in their lives. It was
evident to me, observing their emotional reaction to the photograph of the aunt (figure
3.37), that she was one of the most important people in Tinu's life. When their Nigerian
neighbour went home to visit in 2005, he attended her eighty-fifth birthday and brought
gifts on their behalf; they could not attend because of their unresolved immigration status.
The neighbour brought back photographs of her, some of them of him and the aunt
together, but Tinu' s mother and father were absent from these photographs. Tinu said that
her aunt acted as both mother and father to all the children. In her they found a single,
unifying and stable familial role model, resulting in a very cordial relationship between
the children of different biological mothers. Tinu described how she would stop by in
London or Lagos to visit her half-siblings without there being anything to show that they
originated from different mothers in a polygamous family.

As dependents, they went to their biological mothers for money but mostly to their father
for tuition fees, clothes and other 'material needs. These encounters usually took place in
his office, where he would give them a note to one of his real estate agents to enable them
make withdrawals from rents collected from his properties. 'We had to track him down if
we wanted to see him', Tinu said. There was none of the intimacy of playing together and
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sharing experiences that existed in her present household. The absence of this bond,
allied to her observation of how her stepmothers related to her father, turned her, as she
said, into a very 'independent woman', capable of sustaining herself and standing by her
decisions. These events in Tinu's life, the particular familial formation in which she grew
up, led me to question her about declarations of intimacy with her father that stood in
strong contrast to her undiluted and passionate respect for her aunt. Her polygamous and
decentred familial formation was one she loathed and would not 'tolerate' in her own
family.

Sandwiched between photographs of John and Tinu's wedding was a photograph of Tinu
and her father (figure 3.36) during a function she described as her father's annual
birthday celebration. Later on, we encountered a photograph of her aunt (figure 3.37), the
woman who acted as her mother for most of her life. These images, which were part of a
much wider collection, opened up discussions about Tinu's history and origins, more
dramatic than and distinct from John's. I was drawn to this history not because it enticed
my imagination but because I perceived that some of the forms and practices in her new
life might reflect a critical response to her previous familial experience. In the photograph
(figure 3.36), Tinu is visibly eager to pose, in sharp contrast to her father, who appears
distracted and impatient. I questioned the declarations of intimacy between father and
daughter in the accompanying account. In the light of the actual relationship she
described, such claims appeared more imagined than actual, a wish rather than reality,
perhaps deriving from what she witnessed between her sons and their father. It was,
perhaps, a shield, a defensive mechanism and a means of rejecting specific memories.
Hirsch (I997) argues that while family photographs facilitate remembering, memories of
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trauma, which the image reawakens, necessitate a conscious resistance or rejection of that
which is remembered.

John, on the other hand, came from a 'catholic' and 'multi-ethnic' family. His parents
were forbidden to marry, since the ethnic groups from which they originated were on
different sides of the Nigerian civil war. They rebelled and got married. In John's view,
their estrangement from their families created a fertile ground for a very close bond; they
have remained married and have six children. For John, the closeness of his family
provided him with focus, stability and ambition. He felt very strong loyalty towards them
and was driven to achieve to honour them. As both John and Tinu attested, their
contrasting family backgrounds did not inhibit their coming together as a couple.

Starting out in Nigeria

The couple showed me a large number of photographs that marked their marriage
ceremonies in Nigeria, including elaborate traditional and western church weddings. In
fact, these constituted the bulk of the photographs they had of their life in Nigeria. As for
most of the Nigerian families I encountered in Ireland, these were important rites, which
brought prestige and legitimacy to their cohabitation. As I looked through copies of the
photographs they had taken, I was drawn to this particular image of domesticity (figure
3.38), a photograph depicting part of their shared home in Lagos. Having heard so much
of Tinu's decentred and multi-sited family life, I was keen to know how they had
functioned in their new space of familiality. John referred to that particular photograph as
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Figure 3.38: Well ... em .. . this is a picture of our house in Nigeria .. . a lTiend of ours, me on the
table. Of course you know I am an architect, so that's the dining set I designed for the house, and
that's a three-bedroom apartment , and that's the kitchen that's behind it. She [Tinu] just told me:
look , that we were going to move out from where I was staying before, and that was it. When I
just came back from work one day, I just found that they had packed our entire load, everything
was gone to somewhere elsc . That was bow we packed in to that house. We were not married, but

we were gonna get married (interview with John and Tinu, 2005).
a 'picture of my house ' , but Tinu would have none of that possessive singularity. She
insisted, ' our house' . Used to talking of her ' mother's house' and her 'father's house' ,
she believed she had finally entered into an era of collective ownership. Was it not this
sense of collectivity that emboldened her to find a new home and move their belongings
into it, convinced that it was the best thing for the family and presupposing John's loyalty
to her? This was where they lived together, albeit for a short time, before they emigrated
to Europe. It was also here that we found a memory window into their lives as a couple in
Nigeria.

207

In 1997 Tinuworked in a design fIrm, earning about 30,000 Naira a month. John was an
associate in a design fIrm, making more than a dozen times what Tinu got from her job.
Tinu kept her income for clothes and accessories. Pedlars brought goods to her offIce and
she reserved the things she liked, paying at the end of the month when she received her
salary. For their domestic needs she received an allowance of 100,000 Naira every
month. In a country where the minimum wage was less than 5,000 Naira at the time, their
economic situation was arguably 'very comfortable',8 even by western standards. In the
muddy background of the photograph (fIgure 3.38), John mutedly but also proudly
pointed out part of his collection of Nigerian art, as well as the barely visible custommade dining-table and chairs, underlining his privileged status. In my manipulation of the
image, I have faithfully re-enacted this recognition by propelling these objects from their
visual obscurity and infusing a fIction that approximates to my understanding of their
description.

As Tinu and John narrated, this space was highly privatised, inhabited by them alone,
without the added appendages of siblings and extended family. They insisted they wanted
to be left alone and as a result their families respected their desire for privacy. Their
parents and siblings hardly ever stayed over and would visit them during the weekends
for short periods of time. One of their two spare rooms served as a storage space, leaving
one other room for the occasional guest. However, their privacy was limited by the
logistical realities of John's work. He usually left the house for work at 9 a.m. but the
foremen who worked for him at his site would wake him up as early as 7 a.m. to take
instructions, pick up cheques for purchases and discuss issues emerging at their
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construction sites. Similarly on Saturdays, when he usually took leave from work, these
workers would turn up at his home for different transactions. Apart from the disruption to
their sleep, these interruptions did not bother them much, since they were transient and
did not entail the type of commitment that came from close proximity to family. During
the week Tinu worked until late afternoon, after which she. would wait in a friend's shop
until John finished work in the evening and came to drive her home. A substantial part of
their social commitments took place at home but there were also visits to bars and
nightclubs with friends. On Sundays they attended church service and received friends
and other guests in their home. Sometimes they would go out to reciprocate such visits.
For Tinu, living with John provided a space of containment, an alternative notion of
family that was stabilised as a tangible, singular formation in a regulated relationship
with its culturally inscribed extensions - the extended family.

Unplanned Emigration

After listening to John and Tinu's account of their lives in Nigeria, (a view of the family I
wasn't privy to during our relationship as friends), I wondered why they had left the life
they were building up there for the instability of their transitional period in Ireland. I
gathered that emigration had been no part of their plans. John was too well established in
his practice and Tinu received enough material support from him. Emigration was not
even discussed as a social or economic option. But their 'exit' did happen; John and Tinu
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Figure 3.39: This is when I came the first time, yeah ... on a visit. Yeah .. that was when we had
ice snow in Dundalk. That was in year 2000 , December (intervie w with John and Tinu, 2005).

remarked on it in the context of John 's first visit to Ireland in December 2000, inscribed
in a photograph he took in front of the house in which they were still living at the time of
my fieldwork (figure 3.39). They spoke of his experience of what is amongst the heaviest
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snowfalls experienced in Ireland in a century, while I responded with my memories of it
But these were the visible histories, beyond which lay the familial politics, tensions,
negotiations, decisions and considerations that were taking place at that very moment in
time. At the time the photograph was taken, Tinu had been in Europe for several months.

In 1999, Tinu had developed a complication during her first pregnancy and was
diagnosed with a tumour. During the same period the wife of a popular actor died of
related complications in a major Nigerian hospital;9 I was in Nigeria at that time and
knew of the event. John and Tinu woke up to the fact that their ability to pay for
expensive medical services could not guarantee the safety of Tinu and her expected child.
Under pressure from relatives, Tinu travelled to England where she had the growth
removed and delivered her child. While she was recovering, she first spent some months
with her relatives in the UK and then went to visit her friends in Ireland, where she
decided to stay rather than go back to the UK or Nigeria. John had expected her to return
with their child but she refused and insisted that John should come and visit them. Urged
by his family and keen to see his wife and son, John obliged her and travelled to Ireland
about a year after Tinu' s departure from Nigeria. He spent two months there and was then
ready to return to his work. Tinu declined to go back with him and tried to persuade him
of the attractiveness, safety and order of their new environment:
[R]eally, coming to abroad and all that ... having the baby and all that, I just felt
am safer and then you actually start comparing the two lives, I am safer here.
When you look at the family troubles you go through in Nigeria; mhm, though am
newly married and all that, I know that if I stay there for like three years, you
know, the new bride is not gonna be new bride any more, people are gonna
change you know, you start seeing that you are allowed your privacy here, which
you wouldn't be allowed [in Nigeria]. Though I was allowed my privacy then. But
then we were still newly married, am sure they were just gonna give him some
time (interview with Tinu, 2005).
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Tinu appreciated the distance from her relatives, which she argued would allow them to
live more 'peacefully'. Her concerns about privacy appeared to have been accentuated by
her experience of being at a distance from a potentially intrusive extended family.
Although she and John had had privacy in their early married life, she felt that, in
Nigeria, that would change when the 'new bride' became the 'old bride'. Perhaps she had
her own family in mind, where there had been eight other brides in succession. She was
also influenced by the safety and quality of life her new environment offered. So she
refused to go home with John and tried to persuade him to leave Nigeria. What would she
have done if he had refused to join her? Would she have risked her marriage for the
security she experienced and anticipated in Ireland?

John returned to Nigeria alone. Soon afterwards Tinu realised she was pregnant again.
She applied for asylum in order to have a legal right to remain in Ireland until her child
was born. There was no mention of any rift in the family due to her unilateral decision to
remain; indeed, John said that his parents held him responsible for the absence of his wife
and child. He returned in November 2001 and it was then that Tinu mobilised their
friends in Ireland and their family in Nigeria to persuade him to stay. She did not want to
go back, but nor did she want to deal with the children alone. She claimed to have hidden
his passport, with the clear intention of leaving him no option but to stay with his family
and start a new life. John cared for his wife and family and was 'reluctantly' sold the
idea. He began to see reason in Tinu' s argument, that they should, as he said, consider
'quality of life over quantity of cash'. He met his Nigerian work partner in London to
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explain why he was unable to return in Nigeria and joined his wife in applying for asylum
in Ireland. It was during this period that I met John for the first time.

Figuring it Out in Ireland

The images presented below (figures 3.40 to 3.44) were created within six years of the
family's arrival in Ireland, during five of which they did not have the political status to
enable them to work or settle and were in limbo as far as their future in the country was
concerned. Yet in these images, part of a large collection, moments of optimism and
celebration predominate. For example, there was no photograph showing John wearing a
uniform bearing the colours and logo of a pizza factory. John never mentioned this part of
his experience in our conversations until I asked him about it; I had observed during one
of my earlier visits that he was working as a pizza deliveryman at night. He and Tinu did
not dwell much on how they negotiated the transformation from being economically
stable and upwardly mobile in Nigerian society to living on state welfare benefits, which
relegated them to the bottom of the social spectrum for nearly five years. During our
more relaxed encounters as friends and co-members of a peripheral constituency in
Ireland, the tensions arising from racial prejudice were discussed, but when my recording
device made my presence more formal, little was said about such issues. Nor did they
reflect much on the despondency and disillusionment caused by their uncertain political
status in Ireland. Because of the trauma which resulted from that uncertainty, I suspended
my fieldwork with the family until their outlook in Ireland improved. 'o
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Figure 3.40: That was where we were staying before and we were going to church that day and I
j usl took a snap of my son. II was the first place I slayed in Dundalk. Very cold, it was jusl beside
a stream or something there. There was no fence, my child can't go outside because am scared he
could jusl go inside the water. II was also just righl in fronl of the road, and there was an accident
one day, one of Ihe cars Ihal was drunk just hil the fronl room. BUI we were lucky Ihal we do
sleep allhe back room,jusl a small and coldesl house Ihat I have ever been to. ThaI was Ihe only
house I could get al Ihallime, so, I was jusl Ihere, il was just like a SlOp over faT me 10 be able to
get at a better place, accommodalion (inlerview wilh John and Tinu, 2006).
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Fig ure 3.41: This was when OWS " took us to Carlingford with the kids. You know they have,
so me of these bus trips to Carlingfo rd in the summer they organise. They organise it so that you
can bring the kids along with yo u. We had a soc ial outing there (interview with John and Tinu,
2006).

Some memories, I deduced, were better forgotten

or rendered opaque, their

immortalisation in the famil y photographic frames appearing a less than enticing
possibility. I was sensitive to these concerns, which made it easier for me to discuss
positive memories and issues, avoiding deliberate prodding where and when I sensed
re luctance in my social actors. I realised, for instance, how embarrassed John became
when I asked him about the pi zza delivery uni form. He explained it briefly in a tone that
suggested it was unimportant, while also passively signalling hiS,reluctance to remember.
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Figure 3.42: Okay this is when I received an award in Dublin, that's Merrion road, at the
secretariat. Itls a certificate that you are a member of the institute, that you can practice

architecture in this country (interview with John and Tinu, 2006).

Counter-narratives of success and accomplishment dominated their family frames. Tinu's
description of her first cold house in Ireland (figure 3.40) was initially situated in our
discussion as a historic milestone, a starting point from which to measure how far they
had come, but we stopped short of nuanced interrogation. Tinu picked the objects at
which she directed her camera and steered my gaze towards them. She eliminated the
house from the photograph, pointing the camera at her son instead. It was perhaps her
fascination with him that made it necessary to frame this moment. The twelve-year-old
boxy Fiat she drove at the time figured prominently in the background, reflecting her
socioeconomic status, but was rendered opaque in the articulation of the frame. Memories
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Figure 3.43: This is United Nations Award, and I was nominated under Art and Culture because
I've worked with women in ... I did a lot of ... issue-based drama, women being able to express
themselves in the community. We used it in most of the communities as in using it for training
and all that. So one of the person or group I worked with nominated me and I got the award
(interview with John and Tinu, 2006).

embodied in the car object - the need to pay road tax, the prohibitive insurance to which
newly arrived Nigerians with no driving histories in Ireland were liable - remained
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muted. In the composition and articulation of these frames, I witnessed memories
rejected , struggles separated from successes, history revised and remembering fashioned
to fi t a socially appropriate approximation of self.

Figure 3.44 : And there's a particular place where the Mayor was presenting that award, the Mayor
of Dublin isn't it? Let me show you that (interview with John and Tinu, 2006).
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Before Tinu moved to Dundalk, where she had friends prior to her arrival in Ireland, she
stayed in a Direct Provision Centre in a village on the southern coast, a result of the
practice of dispersing asylum seekers introduced in that year. She remembered the
interventions of the natives in the lives of the asylum seekers. Some of them, she said,
had never seen a person of black African extraction in their lives, but they were
determined that the newcomers were going to integrate, even if it meant violating
employment restrictions. They mobilised the asylum seekers and found them work,
volunteering to convey them to the sites where they were paid up to six euros an hour for
their services. Tinu claimed she worked in a field related to architecture, which she had
studied, but did not elaborate further. Again I refrained from asking questions; I felt I had
been told what I was meant to hear and respected her projections of herself. But the very
act of communal resolution exhibited by the people of this community left an impression
on Tinu that would later alter her vocation. She realised 'the power of community', what
is achievable with 'people working together'. When she decided to return to Dundalk,
because of the availability of Nigerian food stores and the presence of her friends from
Nigeria with whom I believe she must have stayed initially, she became involved in
community groups in the area, working with a migrant support group and a women's
cultural support group. She may have inspired her husband, who also served on the
board of a migrant support group, but according to John, he found being without work
boring and discovered in this group, of which he became secretary, an avenue for
productive activity.

Figure 3.41 is one of many images of their activities in the community groups. Such
activities were a veritable social platform for them and very significant in the
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establishment of social networks within the local Irish community that later proved
crucial to their careers in Ireland. From 2001 to 2003 I worked with them in different
capacities in the community. There was a genuineness in their commitment as well as a
deliberate attempt at social networking. John used to express admiration of my extensive
web of local contacts across various strata in local Irish society. He and Tinu also
established a network and this visible image of community was pivotal. It was through
contacts in the group that John found work in an architectural design firm. He had tried
on his own several times but had been turned away. According to him, there was a
racialised perception that, being black, he lacked the required skill. A friend
recommended him to a finn who offered him work as an office assistant, cleaning, filing
and arranging drawings in a voluntary capacity. Soon he was allowed to make drawings.
He 'impressed' his employers enough for them to let him work as an architect - in a
semi-voluntary capacity." Later another firm in Dublin employed him, underpaying him
pending his work penni!. It took two more years to get the penni!. In figure 3.42, part of
the only batch of his family photographs that documented his struggle to work in Ireland,
he stands in front of the Royal Institute of Architects, where he was accepted as a
member and certified to practice in Ireland. A friend whose father had once been
president of the institute gave him a recommendation. The photograph does not tell us of
the torturous path that led him there, but shows a delighted and proud John standing in
front of the plaque that says 'The Royal Institute of Architects of Ireland'; only the
moment of his success is immortalised. Other photographs show him with his family and
friends in front of the building, holding the certificate. When John finally got permanent
residence in Ireland, he found work in a local design firm in order to be closer to his
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family. He appeared very proud of the landmark buildings he had designed, whose
construction in the rapidly developing area he had also supervised. Most importantly, he
was happy to be in the field, supervising and issuing instructions, not to his workers and
foremen in Nigeria but to 'white-Irish' people who, he believed, looked down on him for
being black. He told me stories of local contractors who would request to see the
'architect in charge', only to be visibly shocked upon meeting him.

Tinu on the other hand never returned to her training in architecture. She enrolled for a
diploma in a field related to community mobilisation and organisation in a local institute.
She continued to work voluntarily with women's groups in the local area and throughout
Ireland, using performance and public speeches to address gender-related issues. She
took pride in telling me about her accomplishments, materialised in her United Nations
Award. She searched through her pile offamily photographs to locate the one of her with
the Mayor of Dublin (figure 3.44); these images underscored her survival and were
transcendental to the relegated visions of their struggle. But her feeling of instability
lingered, and is manifested through the defacement of these images of success, such as
the deliberate and symbolic dis figuration of the mayoral figure standing beside her. The
defacement was necessary as protection against any risk to their political stability arising
from public exposure. Tinu found permanent and paid employment with an Irish
government anti-racism agency, where she worked part-time so as to care for her
children. With such an enhanced sense of family, community, social networks and social
and economic stability, John and Tinu expressed their intention of remaining in the area
where they have made a life and lived together for over six years.
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Everyday Life: Children and Family Values

As is the case with most of my photo-elicited discussions, I encountered some images
whose accompanying and immediate descriptions did not exceed the formalistic sIgns
encoded in them, such as 'Tayo is in primary school ... '; then there is a pause, as if

Figure 3.45: Tayo is in primary school, in first ciass, thaI's Ihe eldest one ... but I find out that he
takes a while before he gets to know you in his ciass, and so it's really difficult 10 change his base
... Almost every African home is in a kind of crisis - husband against wives, kids against parents
and even parents against the state. So where do you start from? You have to now map out
strategics of dealing wilh it and at the same time working within thc law (inlerview with John and
Tinu, 2006).

the image reminded them of something and a broader narrative follows of things outside
the confines of what is visible in the photographic frame . Through figure 3.45, Tinu and
John delved further, beyond their son's presence in the photograph and into his character,
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opening up from there to interrogate the 'crisis' of conflicting values and its negotiation
in their family as well as in other 'African families in Ireland'. There is a certain
disproportion between their initial formalistic reflection on the simple image of their son
in school and the burden that was later placed on it as a signifier and vehicle for
interrogating familial crisis, emerging in part due to my own desire to interrogate such
crises. I overtly gestured my interest and asked about his schooling, encouraging them to
articulate other associated issues. One point led to another, until the discussion was no
longer recognisable in the photograph placed before us.

They remembered how their son had to wait a year before going to school because he was
born in October and therefore not technically mature at the beginning of school year in
September, when he was not yet six years old. In Nigeria, they would have been able to
get him into a private school. He spent the year at home, disgruntled as he watched his
playmates go to school, while his parents tried to convince him that he had little to lose.
John taught him at home and he entered the first class the following year. Before the
children went to school, while they were still mainly in their parents' care, John and Tinu
imparted certain culturally specific values to them, such as the way they should speak to
their parents and other gestures of respect. At school, the children experienced some
contrasting views, as when their teacher asked them to look at her while she spoke. At
home that would have been a sign of disrespect and Tayo asked his parents why his
teacher thought differently. At times, Tayo exclaimed to his father that a classmate had
told the teacher or his or her parent to 'shut up', or that other children were given
telephone numbers to call if they were hungry or not 'treated well' at home. Tinu and
John had impressed on their children the distinct hierarchies of power between parents
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and children and what they thought to be 'giving the children too much power' appeared
destabilising to them. They went to the school on a number of occasions to meet the
teachers and explain why they held such opinions and to negotiate ways in which their
children could relate to conflicting points of view. John believed in correctional strategies
such as corporal punishment, but he did not use it because it was unacceptable in Ireland
and the children might mention it at school. Some families in the area had had their
children taken into care as a result. 1J

The children were mainly restricted to staying at home after school. They were always in
the house when I came to visit, unless they had gone out with one or both of their parents.
There was a reason for the restrictions. John gave me an account of a child in the
neighbourhood who broke the windscreens of cars belonging to Africans in the area,
including his. The child's mother agreed to pay for the damage each time but refused to
make her son apologise, which was John's only request for compensation. The child in
question had a pool of friends and John concluded that if he let his children associate with
them, they might misbehave as these other children did. They therefore sent their children
to church to socialise with both Nigerian and Irish children and to participate in activities
such as performing plays, singing in a choir or just playing. In addition, their children
visited friends' homes and attended frequent birthday and other ceremonies among
Nigerian families in the area, where they were entertained and played with other children.

Irrespective of the social profile of the children and families and the spatial geography of
the neighbourhood, which allowed for close proximity and interaction, John and Tinu had
no immediate plans to relocate. They were good friends with their next door neighbour, a
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Nigerian, in whose home their sons played at times with other children until their parents
returned from work. They kept up a casual but cordial relationship with the other
neighbours. They negotiated the space, knowing its 'dos and don'ts', and adjusted to it
accordingly.

John and Tinu spoke both Yoruba and English to their children and argued that it was
important that the children learnt their language in addition to English. They wanted them
to be able to communicate if they went to Nigeria but it was also a way to inscribe in
them a particular cultural identity. They planned to take them to Nigeria periodically for
the same reason. Awareness of the relationship between language and cultural identity is
not common among Nigerian families in Ireland. In Lagos I observed children of Igbo
extraction whose only language was English, because their parents saw it as a language
that embodied sophistication. The same can be said for many Nigerian families, although
the monolingual status of the children can also be attributed to the practical problem of
minimal exposure to spheres where the parents' home language is used, especially ifboth
parents work long hours or the only parent present habitually communicates with a
multicultural network offriends.

John's impression of crisis started from the moment he joined his family in Ireland, when
for the first time he was faced with the demands of the domestic sphere at a 'hands-on'
level. There was much work to be done at home', he said, and he could not leave it for
Tinu to do alone. He relinquished his role as the main provider for the family and he and
Tinu managed their incomes jointly. It was hard when they did not have formal jobs and
survived on marginal payments, and even when they started earning regular incomes,

225

they designated roles in the family without much reference to the gendered structures that
existed in Nigeria. I observed John wash dishes, cook (mostly Nigerian staple dishes) and
serve meals. He washed the children in the morning and dropped them at school. He also
hel ped them with their homework in the evenings. For John, these responsibilities
brought him closer to his children than he would have been in Nigeria where, as he
argued, many relatively wealthy parents would have their children driven to school by a
designated driver and looked after by nannies because they were preoccupied with work.
Tinu worked part time so that she could pick the children up from school on some
afternoons and stay with them at home. If she were unable to do so, John, given his
flexibility at work, would step in for her. They could have used the services of child
minders so as to enable Tinu to work full time, but they calculated that the cost of
childcare for two children, in addition to the increased tax burden which increased
income would bring, would mean that they would be 'working for the tax-man'. As a
result, Tinu put in as many hours in her part-time work as would keep the tax burden
minimal and spent the rest of her time with the children. Her choice of work in
community service was strategically designed to allow her time with them. She still
managed the domestic expenses through a joint account. She and John both had
responsibilities that cut across the domestic, social and economic spectrum. The
discrepancies in income between them remained largely a function of choice and
consideration for the family rather than of gender, educational profile or social status.
John by now had come to terms with what he saw as a relative equity in terms of income
structure in Irish society. For him, it was better for resources to be evenly distributed in
society rather than concentrated in the hands of a few, as in Nigeria.
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What John considered a 'crisis' to be negotiated in terms of his positionality within his
home was, for Tinu, an openness to 'negotiation' that made Ireland a better place for her.
Her family, she argued, was closer and more bound together because of it. She said
several times that their presence in Ireland had saved their marriage, while John
concurred with a bit of scepticism in his tone. They both agreed that they worked more
closely together as a result of the contingencies of their environment and, most
importantly, because of their relative distance from their extended family. They, Tinu
argued, would have undennined her rights and standing in her home over time. It was, in
effect, a different notion of crisis that was averted through their presence in Ireland.

Part ofa Community

Most of the representations in their family album of life outside their domestic space
were coverage of birthday parties and other communal social outings. Apart from
spending time in the homes of some of their friends, these events constituted their main
avenue for socialising. It was also because of these social networks that they resolved to
remain in the town where they lived. For them, moving somewhere else would render
them anonymous and demand that they start afresh rebuilding their established 'goodwill'
and social networks. Certainly, John and Tinu argued, if they were to buy a home, they
would buy one in the same town. However, despite their avowal of commitment and
rootedness, which derived from their being intertwined in the fabric of a local community
consisting of both Nigerians and Irish people, they did not embrace all the available
spaces of socialisation.
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In their related response to figure 3.46, they demonstrated a disposition towards being
selective in the company they kept. For many Nigerians in the area, parties are an avenue
for socialising, taking the children out of the house and interacting with other people. II
was not usually necessary to be invited. Word would get around and anyone who
remotely knew the celebrant could attend, bringing along his or her own friends if they so

Figure 3.46: [ go to parties here a lot, but back home, most of the parties [ do go to here, [
wouldn't go to in Nigeria. Not that am being pompous or something, but am just gonna, [ike, go
to parties that [ feel that is right for me or good for me. ['II sieve the parties that [ go to and not
just bump into all the parties. You have to go here, really, because, em , number one, the children
are really bored, they are always bored, they arc always inside the house, you want them to meet
other children just to have fun , so really that is why [ do take them to most of the parties here
(interview with John and Tinu, 2006).
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desired. Mostly the celebrants prepared for an uncertain number of guests; it could be
more or less - usually more unless the celebrant was unpopular. Tinu found herself
attending most of these events and she had celebrated a number for her family, including
her children's birthdays and her own, but her presence was predicated on the need to
create an avenue for the children to interact with other children and not be bored. She and
John felt a similar need and were persuaded to join in with people who did not fit into
their desired social profile. They felt they had to adapt to discussion, jokes, modes of
dialogue and civility in order not to appear arrogant to people who were 'less educated'
or shared 'different world views' from theirs. John's colleagues at work were 'nice', John
remarked and he 'respects them', but he was not accustomed to their practice of drinking
in pubs on weekends. Yet these same networks, allied to the difficulty of replicating them
in Dublin or elsewhere in Ireland, formed part of their reason for feeling that they
belonged to that community. In Nigeria their friends were former schoolmates from
university and business and family associates who shared similar points of reference,
making socialisation less of an experience in political correctness. Family apart, the
social spheres in which they moved there were composed of people with a similar social
profile. Their social life in Ireland, on the other hand, entailed conscious negotiation of
social class and status as well as the necessity of belonging.

While socialisation might have been easier to negotiate and organise in Nigeria, they had
less time there for relaxation and leisure. There were always commitments that required
their attention. In Ireland, when they finished work, which was onlY a short commuting
distance from their home, they could spend the rest of the time relaxing with family and
friends. At home, John watched football and liked playing and teaching his sons to play
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chess. Tinu shopped for bargains and during her spare time watched 'true life' shows or
soaps, as well as romance and science fiction movies. Usually, when I was there, it was
soccer that was being screened on television. Teaching the children was also a part of
their home life.

Since they have had residency rights in Ireland, the family has embarked on vacations at
the homes of their relatives in the UK. Some of these relatives have also come to visit
from England. For most Nigerian families, vacations consist of travelling to locations
where friends or relatives reside and, usually, of staying in the homes of these people.
Nigeria is a common destination, where families go to visit parents, as well as the
relatives they desire to be distant from. Having a child is always a good reason for a trip,
so that parents and relatives can meet the new arrival. John visited Nigeria in 2005 and
2006 and planned to take his family there in the future, when the 'conditions are right'.

John and Tinu negotiated and constructed a new life for themselves in Ireland, primarily
on the basis of concerns about their marriage and the immediate family, which arguably
emerged from Tinu's experience of polygamous family life and fears of interference by
the extended family. Coming to Ireland was thus a deliberated exile, a response to such
fears. Considering their relatively privileged status in Nigeria, their decision demonstrates
the length Nigerian families may go to and the devices they may deploy to preserve
familial privacy and ensure a regulated relationship with the extended family. Such
strategies of self-preservation bring with them specific problems, as the family
discovered in their varying engagement with such issues as the identity politics of image,
culture and values.

230

v
Anuli and Chika

My first encounter with Anuli and Chika was in 2005, when I went with a friend to visit

her sister who lived in one of the newly developed outlying areas of Dublin city. I greeted
Chika in the living room where he sat with his friend, the husband of our host. In the
kitchen, Anuli and our host prepared food. When they had finished cooking, they served
the two men in the living room, while continuing to chat in the kitchen. I was invited to
join the men at the table but turned down the offer because I was more interested in the
conversation among the women in the kitchen. Anuli appeared high-spirited and I stood
there listening attentively. Their discussion was about family life from the perspective of
wives, mothers and professionals. I told Anuli that I was interested in what she was
saying and would like to involve her and her family in my study. Anuli appeared open to
the idea and we spoke intermittently over the following weeks.

Had Anuli been my only adult social actor my research relationship with the family
would have been easier. It would also have been less difficult if my research method had
not involved such private objects as family photographs. Anuli assumed my work would
entail a few conversations over the phone, an interview or filling out a questionnaire, but
as it required more commitment, she needed Chika's consent and appeared reluctant to
ask for it. I offered to ask him but she refused, saying she had to wait for the right
moment to apprise him of my intentions. She knew him and the dynamics between them
better than I, and I could only make progress in my fieldwork if the family felt
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Figure 3.47: Family photograph

comfortable about it. She preferred

to

ask him at the weekend, when he would be more

re laxed. This level of care, detail and consideration interested me, Anuli claimed that
Chika was introverted, not disposed

to

talk to people much or open to pUblicity. To an

extent this seemed to be true, judging by my impression of him, but what became evident

232

in this process of negotiation was the gendered relation of power. Chika asserted a certain
authority that made Anuli hesitate to propose opening their family to an outsider's gaze. I
had observed this hierarchical structuring along gender lines in the home of their friend
where we first met. The men sat in the living room talking, probably about politics,
football or their projects at home, until their food was ready and served. Anuli and her
female friend cleaned up in the kitchen and talked about their friends who got married,
those who did not, their circumstances and other related matters, sounding as if they
considered themselves privileged to be married. Being in the kitchen with the three
women had seemed odd to me; only my ethnographic intentions, I felt, justified my
presence.

For three weeks Anuli waited for the right moment to talk to Chika; eventually I
persuaded her to let me explain the details of my work to him. Chika seemed receptive
but pointed out that his and Anuli' s working conditions imposed limitations. He was an
orthopaedic surgeon in a local hospital in the north-east of Ireland, and was also
preparing for the third step in examinations that would enable him obtain a training
position in the United States. Anuli was a manager in a chain store and worked from 2
p.m. until after 10 p.m. For this reason Chika suggested that I visit their home over a
weekend to view their family photographs and discuss their lived experience in Ireland.
Unlike other families I worked with, they could not commit themselves to a sustained
ethnographic relationship which might last for years. Anuli and Chika also craved
anonymity, opting for their photographs to be masked when transposed into public view.
This was primarily a matter of privacy rather than to protect their political status. I had
anticipated a more relaxed reception from people who enjoyed social and political
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stability and the difficulties I experienced in relation to access and terms of engagement
came as a bit of a surprise.

Abu-Lughod (199\: 139) and Coleman and Collins (2006: 9) have argued that
ethnographies conducted in the global north tend to focus on marginal constituencies
such as migrant communities and the working class. Their claim follows other
established theories of alterity (Said 1978, 1989; Fabian 1983) that establish the
dichotomies of 'us and them', 'here and over there' and 'centre and periphery' in
occidental anthropological practice that privileges the study of the remote 'other'. As an
African immigrant and a researcher into the cultures of the so-called 'other', I find myself
in a peculiar interstitial position within the 'centre and periphery' paradigm. The same
applies to my view of the social actors involved in this study. It could, for example, be
argued that residents in Direct Provision Centres, whose rights and social and economic
capital in Irish society are minimal, belong to marginal or peripheral groups and are
representative of the so-called 'other'. They are remote not by virtue of their distant
geographical location, but because they are situated in specific societies that define them
as 'other'. Anuli and Chika may, by virtue of their ethnicity or race, be categorised as
part of this marginal constituency in an Irish context; in my. view, however, their stable
political and economic status relative to other Nigerians in Ireland arguably constructs
them as more mainstream than marginal. Including them in my study was, therefore, an
effort towards broadening the scope and diversity of my work, an attempt to redeem it
from preoccupation with the periphery and the 'other'.
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The figuration of this status was what attracted me to the photograph on their mantelpiece
(figure 3.47). It emerged out of a genre of family photographs in Nigeria that document
graduation ceremonies, weddings and other important occasions in the lives of family
members and usually hang conspicuously on living room walls. For this photograph
(figure 3.47), taken in a photo studio in Dublin, Chika resurrected his graduation gown
from medical school, as well as a symbol of his certificate, which he held in both hands.
His wife leaned towards him, also gripping of the certificate with one hand and holding
their new child to her bosom with the other. Seeming at one and the same time to
memorialise his material achievement and their new child, the photograph, like the shiny
medallions, awards and diplomas that adorn the study and family rooms, was there on
their mantelpiece to project a specific image.

Yet, despite this projected image of stability and accomplishment and my guarantee of
discretion and of their anonymity, it was much easier for me to become close to the more
vulnerable subjects of the Direct Provision Centre and others in similarly unstable
conditions. It is possible that these less stable subjects were more receptive to me because
they associated me with the institutions of their host country - my university for instance,
or the fact that I was studying for a doctorate - and respected my position and privileges,
which were in contrast to their own. Ezeh (2003) touches on these relations of power.
Critiquing the notions of colonial era anthropologist Evans-Pritchard (I 951), Ezeh argues
that the suggestion that the 'mere application of discretion in dealing with members of a
community might eliminate the difficulty of suspicion of the ethnographer's intention' is
untenable in the postcolonial context. He draws on new anthropologies of Nigerian
communities (Izugbara 2000, McCall 2000) to underline the distinction between them
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and anthropologists who operated at a time when the power relations between colonial
institution and colonised meant that any person with visible connections to the colonial
agents (such as the ethnographer) automatically commanded the power of the institution
and so received attention. In self-governing Nigeria, where educational opportunites and
political awareness have increased and respect for a very corrupt and unreliable political
authority has declined, the ethnographer no longer commands such authority. Ezeh
declares that a level playing field exists between researcher and subject in the
contemporary Nigerian ethnographic field. More importantly, he attributes EvansPritchard's access to his subjects not to his discretion but to his connections to the
colonial establishment and by extension to power.

This critique of the postcolonial ethnographic field can be transposed into the
postcolonial and post-migratory sphere in which my fieldwork is situated. The less stable
social actors in my study may have perceived in me the same authority that the colonial
establishment offered anthropologists such as Evans-Pritchard. They may also
(particularly the subjects of Direct Provision) have perceived that their participation
offered them something: a sympathiser, a friend from the outside who was not in their
situation, an advisor and also someone who offered them something to do. For Anuli and
Chika and other people in similar conditions of stability who refused to participate,
however, I did not represent authority but was merely an intrusion into their lives. As
Abu-Lughod (1991) and Coleman and Collins (2003) argue, anthropology's disposition
towards people on the margins and the working class can be said to be a relationship of
convenience that recognises the power of the researcher over hislher subject, which in
tum directs the orientation of hislher gaze.
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I accepted Chika and Anuli's invitation to spend a weekend in their lives and travelled to
see them. They lived in a new housing development on the outskirts of a town in the
north-east of Ireland, about a mile from the hospital where Chika worked. In the front
row of the development were ten large luxury homes and to the left more modest
duplexes. Their home was an attached, four-bedroom house just a step down in scale
from the luxury homes. All the buildings were painted a chalky, light yellow colour that
was particular to the area. The atmosphere in the neighbourhood seemed anonymous.
When I arrived, there was no car parked in front of their house, which led me to assume
they were not at home. I waited in my car for twenty minutes, after which I approached
their African neighbour to ask if I could use his phone to contact them. I had expected
that there would be mutual solidarity based on our common identity as (possibly)
immigrants and probably Africans. He answered my knock from his upstairs window and
told me to wait in the drizzle outside. I waited for another ten minutes, after which I lost
patience and tried the neighbours next door. A young Irish couple opened their window,
listened to my request, said 'no' and shut both window and blinds. I went over to Anuli's
home and knocked, hoping that someone might be in. Contrary to my initial assumption,
Chika was inside, while Anuli had gone to a church programme in her car. She came

,
back two hours after we were supposed to meet. Chika's car had been in an accident the
previous week, which explained the absence of cars in the parking lot.

Chika and Anuli's home was moderately large and sparsely furnished. In the living room,
a table piled with papers and documents overlooked the entrance. The coffee table was
set against the wall to the left of the entrance and also had piles of paper on it. Chika sat
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on the sofa with a laptop and further pieces of paper and documents. Three family
photographs lined the mantelpiece. The room looked more like a busy couple's house
than a family home. The place had a temporary feel, as if they barely lived in it or were
just passing through. The kitchen was basic, with a large dining-set at one end,
overlooking the back lawn whose sparsely manicured lawns were still maturing. Anuli
showed little interest in the lawn and derided its upward slope. This did not surprise me,
since most Nigerian families I know who rent their homes are usually less than keen
about maintaining their exterior surroundings. This was left for the landlord to do. Next
day I went to church with Anuli and observed her when immersed in the performance of
an important part of her life. The rest of my weekend with the family revolved around
discussions of family photographs and various aspects of their lives.

Transitions

Anuli and Chika's collection of family photographs was modest compared to those of
some of the families I had worked with. Most were still enclosed in the photoshop
envelopes and consisted of clusters of photographs of particular events: visits to Nigeria,
their wedding, the birth of their child, a friend's wedding, a visit from a relative. Even the
wedding photographs which, as with the other social actors in this study, were a point of
narrati ve departure into their lives, consisted only of a modest selection in two different.
packets. In order to give an account of my experience with Anuli and Chika, I have
chosen to ignore the sequence in which we unpacked these objects of family memory,
instead organising the photographs strategically and deploying them to further a concise
articulation of their life.
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Figure 3.48: This is the first time I went back ... that was when the introduction was done
(interview with Anuli and Chika, 2005).
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Figure 3.49: This was taken on our wedding day, traditional wedding, that's right (interview with
Anuli and Chika, 2005).

Chika arrived in Ireland in 2001, some two years before Anuli joined him. This was a
period not represented in the collection they showed me. Its articulation started with a
different image (figure 3.48), which documented Chika' s return to Nigeria in 2002 to
initiate marriage arrangements. As with John and Tinu, I wondered why those moments
of struggle were not documented and visualised. Is there a certain selectiveness in the
way memories are chosen for framing in family photographs? My attempts to grasp this
paradigm were rendered unstable when I considered that the less privileged subjects in
Direct Provision Centres documented aspects of their lives while still living under an
unstable and regulated regime. Also, Mary had in her collection a photograph of her
mother lying in her coffin during her burial, a memory that did not appear to me as
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pleasant and worthy of a graphic memorial. These two scenarios, depicting struggle and
tragedy, had made their way into the archives of family photographs. It is untenable,
therefore, to determine that the period before Chika's return from Ireland to seek out his
wi fe was a memory rejected. Perhaps it was a coincidence due to the pressures and
demands of his life then or just a question of taste.

Figure 3.50: That's the church wedding; we had both the church and traditional wedding on the
same day (interview with Anuli and Chika, 2005).
In going to Ireland Chika was following a trend among Nigerian-trained doctors who

emigrated in search of work." Many of his contemporaries went to the UK but Ireland
also received a substantial number. ' 5 Like others, he came with a visa that enabl ed him to
take the membership examinations for medical practice in Ireland, but according to him
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Figure 3.51: This is the night we left the international Airport. After having our wedding on
Saturday, thanksgiving on Sunday, Monday morning we left for Lagos, and then we left Nigeria
Tuesday night (interview with Anuli, 2005).

the examining body had a backlog owing to the number of applications it had received
and it was a year before he was finally listed to take the exams. Some of the Nigerian
doctors took several months to prepare for the exams and lived in shared quarters with
friends while doing menial jobs as security men, factory workers, store attendants and
care workers. A few unlucky ones failed the exams, some more than once, and took them
again or left for another country. Many of those I knew preferred to be employed as care
workers while waiting for their exams or for a post, because it allowed them to work with
people with health needs. Chika was in a similar situation and worked as a care worker in
an institution in Dublin. After passing his exams he was employed as an intern doctor
before progressing to work as an orthopaedic surgeon. The photograph (figure 3.48) of
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him and Anuli on his return to Nigeria soon after finding a job therefore symbolised and
encapsulated both his success and the possibility that validation of such success depended
upon his return and attachment to his homeland. It was through the image of success and
return that the preceding struggles were articulated.

Figure 3.52: That's me. Those were my friends and colleagues. This was when we were working
really, we were working in Abuja ... I did my youth service in Abuja, with the Presidency,
National Boundary Commission, and after that I got a job with a private law firm (interview with
Anuli,2005).

Things happened very quickly and during his second visit to Nigeria their traditional and
church weddings took place on the same day, an unusual occurrence by traditional
standards. (They were also married in court, a procedure that was necessary for Anuli' s
family reunification visa application.) As they explained to me through figures 3.49 and
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3.50, these two events were usually held on different days; they took days or weeks to
prepare and each lasted for a day or more. However, the demands of work necessitated a
different approach. This reconfiguration of traditional procedures, which condensed,
reformulated and reinvented cultural practices, was indicative of the object status which
the court, traditional and church marriage ceremonies had acquired. The court wedding
served an official and practical function, enabling their reunion. The traditional and
church weddings were rites transmogrified, as it were, into a form of a trophy, that
reinforced the way in which Anuli and Chika wished to be regarded in their different
societies. This fusion, reformulation and repositioning of cultural practices in different
contexts is evident in the photographs (figures 3.49 and 3.50); clad in traditional attire,
they re-enact an ancient Igbo tradition in which the bride locates her groom in the crowd
and affirms her intentions by feeding him some palm wine, while on the same day they
perform a classical Christian wedding ceremony whose highpoint is the exchange of
rings. Here the traditional and the colonial meet and collide in an amicable postcolonial
and post-migratory dimension. If this brief vision of return and marriage articulates
Chika's triumph or a point in time in his own transitions, how then was Anuli's life
repositioned through this encounter?

Anuli showed me a photograph of both of them at the airport, about to depart for Ireland
a day after their wedding (figure 3.51). The image generated some variations of feeling.
First it reminded her she was 'getting married' to someone she was 'in love with'. But
then she balked and remembered that what took place afterwards 'wasn't easy'. She
always made much of her connections and told me that they had had breakfast that
morning at the home of their 'marriage sponsor', a well-known and wealthy Nigerian and

244

kingmaker, in Ikoyi, the most affluent enclave in Lagos. Friends figured in some of the
other photographs of her in Nigeria and she took the time to point out their individual
accomplishments or where they were based in the west - the west and the global north
were always associated with upward mobility. There were photographs of her at work or
at conferences or work-related social events; in these she pointed out to me serving
governors and their wives or other prominent people in Nigeria. One picture showed her
and her father with former Nigerian president Ibrahim Babangida. Even the photograph
of her with her colleagues at work (figure 3.52) was reflected upon as if this was a very
dear moment. She was proud of her job as a lawyer and was nostalgic about it. She
articulated this feeling thus:
Well, for me it is the fact that I just can't go in to practice my profession, of
course like you know, I am a lawyer by profession. But, then I would have really,
ordinarily ... at least even if! don't go to court, wearing the wig and gown and all
that, I would have probably wanted to work in a legal environment or something,
or have something to do with administration (interview with Anuli, 2005).

She went on to talk about her affinity with 'corporate clothes' and the dignity she felt
when working in the legal field. These experiences were in marked contrast to her initial
encounters in Ireland and her present position with regard to her professional life.

For eight months after she arrived Anuli could not find work, which she described as a
'nightmare'. Her law degree from Nigeria was not recognised in Ireland and she required
Irish language skills in order to retrain and enter the Irish legal system - too Herculean a
task in her estimation. Her first job was in a Nigerian grocery store and she contemplated
working as care worker, but she had no natural affinity for such a vocation. At the time
she told me this she was working as a manager in an Irish chain store. She took pride in
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explaining her role at work, where she organised training workshops for her staff or
introduced new personnel and management strategies. The work allowed her to return to
'corporate dressing' and in her voice I heard an undertone that signalled her enjoyment of
the power of her position. Nevertheless, for her the job was not a real substitute for the
law, her chosen vocation.

She had only to look at the image of their departure from Nigeria (figure 3.51, whose
formal properties resonate sentiments of romance) to reawaken a longing for the
privileges of her career in law and her status in Nigerian society, which contrasted
sharply with the experiences of her professional life in Ireland.

The image of that

moment was symbolic of the reconfiguration of her life, a point in her own transition
from single to married life. Her articulation of her position in Ireland accentuated the
value of the past, heightening her nostalgia.

Domestic Life

In the photograph (figure 3.53), one of a series they took during their return to Nigeria in
2004, Anuli identified her mother holding her son and another grandson, the child, like
the two other boys, of a sister who was ill. Her reference to her husband and his brother
relates to a previous photograph taken from a different angle, though they can still be
seen in the background eating. I noted that someone had made and served lunch to the
men and that Anuli's sister had left her children with their grandmother because she was
ill. Other people were carrying Anuli's son in the different frames she showed me, while
Anuli and Chika either stayed behind the camera or went about doing other things, such
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as sharing moments with relatives. At that moment they had no need to think of childcare
and domestic help because they were among trusted relatives who knew their ' ways'.

Fig ure 3.53: My husband and his immediate younger brother ... and that 's my mother there ...
my sister's three boys an d my baby. My sister, yo u won't sec her, she's ill at the moment
(interview with Anuli, 2005).

Th is image of family and support suited me as a way of articulating the contrasting
e:<perience that they faced in their more private lives in Ireland. The only time such
support was re-enacted in their lives there was when Anuli's mother visited for six weeks
shortly after her grandson was born. She had meant to stay for three months but the time
limit on her visa made that impossible . She visited as a matter of traditional duty, a
practice called 'omllgwo' in Igbo culture. She would, if in good health , do the same after
the birth of each grandchild. Anuli's sister, who worked as a nurse in the UK, visited
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them occasionally but on weekends when they were usually at home. For most of the
time, they were without family support. Anuli had previously intended leaving work and
spending time with her children if she had any. Her father was a businessman and
politician and her mother was in business as well; because of their busy schedules, their
children had grown up with childminders and relatives. Anuli thought that a similar
scenario would create a gap between her and Chika and their children. However, she was
susceptible to the allure of work, not the income that came from it, but rather the sense of
power, accomplishment and responsibility that it brought. Work was therefore not a thing
she felt able to give up. As the manager of a retail outlet, she worked from 2 p.m. until 10
p.m. and sometimes it would be II p.m. before she got home. Chika worked from 9 a.m.
to 5 p.m. during the week but he was on call every three days, which meant he had to be
at the ·hospital day and night when needed. In their case, conventional daycare centres
were inadequate.

They hired a young Irish girl to look after their child at home but, according to them, she
found it difficult, especially when the child cried often. She did not understand concepts
such as 'backing' (a practice involving balancing the child on the back with a cloth),
which calmed the child and allowed the carer to do other things at the same time. As
Anuli pointed out, 'I wasn't just comfortable, because like I said, she didn't know much
really, their ways are different from our ways'. After trying other avenues, they resolved
to leave their child with a Nigerian woman who stayed home to look after her own
children. This allowed Anuli to collect her son as late as 11 p.m. if Chika was on call and
unable to pick him up. She appeared very comfortable with the woman.
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The specific image of familial support (figure 3.53) also elicited my enquiry into other
dynamics in the domestic sphere. Who made and served Chika and his brother food while
the others sat and played? Why was Anuli not at the table with them? What implications
did this vision have for a gendered distribution of practices in their domestic life? While
Chika gracefully shared looking after their child with Anuli when they were all at home,
he felt it was an anomaly considering what would have happened in Nigeria. He was not
too eager to undertake other domestic duties, such as cooking and washing dishes. When
I asked if he enjoyed cooking, Anuli mockingly told their son that they 'would watch
daddy cook tomorrow'. His primary domestic chore was to vacuum the house. Anuli said
she would not do that even if the house overflowed with dust, but she makes sure 'the
bathrooms and toilets are clean and his room is tidy, his clothes are washed and ironed'.
She washes 'his inner wears, but he washes his shirts', because she had washed them
once or twice and damaged them. 'I don't bother anymore', she said, 'no matter how
dirty and no matter how tired he is, he washes his shirts himself, so I don't wash his
shirts'. A similar disproportion extends to decision-making in the house. According to
Chika:
Essentially, you know, if there is a decision to be made, of course I will seek her
opinion, she will bring her suggestion, and then if they were okay, fine! This is
what I think ... She'll air her own view and of course I will decide (interview with
Chika, 2005).
In his view, Anu!i's opinion on family matters is to be sought for consideration by him,
effectively expropriating such a view of any power of veto, a veto only he can wield. But
Anuli did not seem to mind; it did not appear to undermine her dignity or reduce her
personhood, even when it was declared before me. In its specific cultural context, it
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seemed balanced, like an arrangement or agreement in which a mutually disproportionate
distribution of power becomes the basis of stability.

Social life and Association

Responding to the image in figure 3.54, Anuli described her relationship with the church,
enunciating its social significance as a place of meeting and interacting with a particular
group of people, a place where she opened up to practices such as praying and singing.
Yet for Anuli, irrespective of the social aspects she articulated, it was not a place for
'social gathering'. The church was one of one of the most important spaces for Anuli,
though not for Chika whose attendance was more a matter of routine. He did not go if it
conflicted with his rest or work. Adichie (2003) in her book Purple Hibiscus illustrates
how Christian fellowship plays a major role in Nigerian families and can become a
system around which everyday life and all other actions revolve. Adichie explores its
colonial origins, as well as its postcolonial dimension, through the fictional character
Father Amadi's missionary journey to Germany. Such is the scale of this reverse
evangelism that branches of Nigerian Pentecostal churches are spread throughout Ireland
(U gba 2006), accommodating the needs of Anuli and others whose lives are greatly
invested in, and sustained by, such fellowship. While families may identify with a given
Christian denomination, it is evident in Adichie's account that levels of commitment
among individual members of the family may vary. In the context of this family, the
church is Anuli' s sphere of social and cultural interaction rather than Chika's.
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Figure 3.54: These are the people in church ... mhm ... Church symbolises for me, a place of
worship and prayer. It' s like you meet people of like minds, you be in fellowship, you guys talk,
you chat, above all it's just a place of prayer for me, it ' s not like you can't pray anywhere but for
me. it's just culrure, like me I like to make noise when am praying, I just love to shout and talk
and dance, like I am in the choir I like to sing and dance, you know, and ... it's not a social
gathering (interview with Anuli , 2005).
Eh' for me basically, church is just a place of worship. You just go and come back (interview
with Chika, 2005).

On the Sunday of the weekend I was with them, I visited Anuli 's church. The church was
on Ihe top floor of a three-storey building at the foot of the hill in the town centre. The
room was divided, with a larger section for the congregation and a smaller one in the
front for the pastor, choir and other leaders. This section was embellished with flowers,
red carpets, nicer looking seats and a transparent perspex pulpit. The church was sparsely
populated when I came in and, as the pastor explained later, people had forgotten the time
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Figure 3.55: We went to a party. [ think it's the daughter's christening ... this guy's first daughter,
Fergus, you know the one ... most of my friends are my colleagues, [ mean doctors from Nigeria,
that we came about the same time you know, those are basically the friends that [ have and of
course some of the friends that J have or made from back home, schoolmates that came over,
those are the ones. Then, em! the only person who is close to me that is not really a doctor is
Fergus, [ met him here, he's been very nice so we've been very close (interview with Chika,
2005).
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change that had occurred the prevIOus day; an hour later, it was almost full. The
congregation were mostly Africans, predominantly Nigerians, with one Indian woman
and two of European appearance. A shabbily dressed white woman walked in and
disrupted the session on two occasions, apparently asking for money. During the session,
which was a mother's day service, up to five women and the male pastor came to the
podium to address the congregation or to lead songs and prayers. The main speaker was a
guest female pastor from England who spent up to an hour preaching, mainly
admonishing women on how to conduct themselves at home and before their husbands
and also recommending to men ways of treating their wives with dignity. Anuli had a
chance during the session to lead a prayer and a song, which she rendered as if in a
passionate trance. At about 3 p.m., the service came to an end with light refreshments
supplied by the men in the church. People there were very warm and greeted each other,
including myself; some spent time catching up on the week's events. I waited almost an
hour for Anuli to complete her conversations and pleasantries. Other days in the coming
week had been programmed for different events: women's prayer meetings, bible study
and others. Anuli attended all the events her work could accommodate. Though she
proclaimed that this faith space did not constitute a social site, it is possible to argue that
it was not only a form of social gathering, but the most critical and visible site of both her
social and her cultural existence.

Anuli and Chika did not attend nightclubs and bars and were very selective about the
parties they attended. If they were not at work or in the church, they would be at home
doing housework, resting and watching television. Chika loved sports and watched soccer
and golf. His golf clubs were stacked to one side of the wall in their hallway because, as
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he said, rain and work did not allow him much time to practice. Occasionally they would
visit their friends. However, their disposition towards the idea of friends interested me,
for they appeared acutely selective about the company they kept.

Describing one of two scenes in a broader social context than the church and the family
(figure 3.55), Chika demonstrated their attitude towards friendships in Ireland by
indicating that the eligibility of possible friends depended mainly on their profession,
doctors being particularly suitable. The scene he described took place in the Dublin home
of their friend Fergus, where I had met them when I visited with a friend of mine who is
also a doctor. It was evident that a common identity such as shared nationality or
ethnicity did not suffice as a parameter for association, since the same perceived social
and class demarcations that existed in Nigeria were present in Ireland too.

I wanted to know why they had this particular preference. For Anuli, my question was
akin to asking why 'most of her friends in Nigeria were lawyers'. Apart her classmates
from school who were now located in different parts of Nigeria, Europe and North
America, it was these people that she had met on a daily basis. She constantly pointed to
and spoke of colleagues in Nigeria or the important personalities who were in the frame
of photographs from Nigeria. She did not tell me about any friends who worked with her
in Ireland, where most of her colleagues were her subordinates - sales assistants and
storekeepers, for example. Chika offered explanations for limiting his friends to people in
the same profession thus:
Most other Nigerians here, who are not doctors, em! sorry to say this but they
came to seek asylum, basically, so, their life, their social life is entirely different
from mine. I mean, socially, we don't ... em!, we are of different backgrounds:
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academic, economic wise. Most of them are ... I would not say that most of them
are not educated but, quite a good number of them ... and em! the level of
exposure. If we were in Nigeria, we wouldn't associate, we wouldn't ... nothing
will bring us together. If I knew them in Nigeria, we wouldn't still be friends
because we are of different backgrounds, nothing would have really connected us.
So coming here, of course, those differences are still there, it hasn't really made it
easy for me to interact with them, you know, I think that is the main reason
(interview with Chika, 2005).

It was, therefore, this perception of the vast majority of Nigerians in Ireland who had
passed through the asylum system as uneducated, poorer and socially underexposed that
Chika depended upon to inform his social connections among other Nigerians in Ireland.
The asylum seeker, subject to the charity of state and host, conjured up the impression of
someone unsuitable for the society of professional people. Anuli seemed disapproving of
some of the Nigerian women around her, who were without work and on social welfare
benefits. For her, having little to do meant that they gossiped and made other people's
affairs the subject of their discussion. She saw herself as above such things and gravitated
towards the more professional people in her church. Chika did not talk of any Irish
friends either; instead, it was his friends from school, whom he visited in Ireland, the US
and the UK, who were visible in the photographs he took. He paused at those images,
mentioning the name of the friend, when and where he visited and the specific occasion.
Their common academic and vocational points of reference enabled and consolidated his
perception of their relations. They travelled on family vacations and made trips to
Nigeria, the UK and Italy together. They planned to go to other places in the future, and
ill contrast to most Nigerians, who tended to take their vacations in places where there
was family, Anuli andChika intended to go both to places where they had friends and
relatives and to places where they had none but which they found interesting.
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The Extended family: Recognising Responsibility

Figure 3.56: This was just the picture of a house I took, I liked the structure and I was thinking of
building a similar thing at home ... I just modified it and built a different thing altogether that
could fit into the space that I had. It's more or less a family home for us in Nigeria. I think the
mDst important deciding factor was actually the space available really. It was my grandmother's
house, we all grew up there before my father completed his house and we all lett and so it was
dilapidated. I just decided to rebuild the house for her. Now I considered whether to demolish the
old house and get her a new bungalow similar to what was originally there, just old. Then I
thought if you build her a new house, she's not gonna live very long there you know, she's in her
late 90s - early hundred. So, I thought I better take that opportunity to build a structure; one I
could call a home, ehef so, when she's no more we will still be living there. The original plan was
fDr her to take the guest room downstairs and stay there until she is no more. So, essentially that
was what informed the building of the house there even though there was not enough space to
build the kind of structure I would have liked to. It was a compromise, which I needed to make
and it made sense, you know (interview with Chika, 2005)
In most of the encounters I had with the families in this study, the extended family was
constructed as akin to a liability, mildly or overtly parasitic or just an inconvenience to be
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got away from. This sentiment has been, in my view, particularly gendered, with women
showing a greater level of concern than men. Anuli and to a greater extent Chika, as well
as Okonkwo and Mary, contradicted any opinions I may have formed based on the
dominant sentiments towards the extended family. I draw a distinction here between
Chika and Anuli, because while Chika viewed his responsibilities as a duty deserving of
unremitting attention, Anuli spoke about a different kind of duty, the duty to support
Chika as he took up these responsibilities. She said:
I'll tell you the truth; you know it's not usually easy. Mhm! you understand. But
like the English man would say, if you love me love my dog, you know. I love
him and that's why I went as far as marrying him and of course I know what
marriage is all about and being an Igbo girl, not just being an African girl, an Igbo
girl, and also having a relative. He's not neglecting his duties, because it will be
more horrible if the man neglects his duties, then it will be painful, but my
husband doesn't. He still takes care of me and his baby, you understand,
irrespective of the fact that I work. It still doesn't change anything (interview with
Anuli, 2005).

Anuli acknowledged that it wasn't easy being married to someone so committed to his
relatives, encapsulating her reservations in the analogy that equated such commitments to
a lover's dog. Her tolerance of it was justified by the fact that she was also being taken
care of. She acknowledged that she had expected such a scenario when she decided to
marry a first son - the implication being that a first son in Igbo culture always assumes
the responsibility of looking after younger ones. She had seen this happen with her father
who, she said, paid tuition fees for a list of people; her mother had been in a situation
similar to Anuli's and had been admonished on how to deal with such pressures. The
gendered nature of attitudes towards the extended family arguably originates in the
feeling that the family denies the woman certain privileges and attention in her own
home. As is evident from the experience of families in this study, this is a concern about
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the way resources and space are distributed, each side seeking to position themselves on
the side of privilege.

Chika, like many other 19bo and Nigerian men, performed this balancing act, keeping to
his 'duty' on both sides of the divide. He articulated this through a photograph that
attracted my attention by chance, a photograph he had taken of a stately home situated in
a landscape in the west of Ireland (figure 3.56). I asked him about the house. It had
appealed to him and he intended to transpose to a different climate, topography and site.
This is done by many Nigerians, usually without any regard for the appropriateness of the
house in its new context. Just as most of these transpositions fail to fit into their new
tropical context, so the home Chika imagined did not fit into the site he envisaged for it,
his grandmother's home, which was part of a collection of houses in a common
compound belonging to a number of relations 16 It was here that his family had lived
before his father was able to build his own house. It was here, in this shared space, that a
precedent had been set about the essential nature of communality and 'duty' to the
extended family. It was this sense of duty, rather than topography or climate, that made
him arrange to redesign the structure, so that it would accommodate his grandmother
until her death and then continue to serve as the family home. His brothers might also
live in it until they were able to build their own houses.

Chika's responsibility was not limited to accommodating his grandmother in a new home
but included paying his cousins' school fees and helping another sibling to learn a trade
in South Africa in order to establish a business. He spoke of this with pride, as if his
being was incomplete ifhe was unable to fulfil these roles:
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You know I have a couple of cousins I am paying school fees for and of course
helping all those women you saw in the picture, regularly, I mean if I go home.
Even here, people come to me with their problems and you have to help. I mean,
you don't have an excuse, you are expected to do that. Like when I was going to
school, a lot of those women ... they still struggle but when you come by, you
know they give you some money to go back to school, you know, we were that
close. So that's how we are (interview with Chika, 2005).

As Chika demonstrated, his acts of generosity are culturally inscribed, not a liability but a
duty established by those before him; the idea of the family is a flexible one that expands
to encompass those outside the traditional nuclear family. There were kinsmen who
called his phone periodically to ask for help, which his perceived status made him dutybound to give. This sense of responsibility often took him home to Nigeria. He and Anuli
visited after their first child was born and Chika aspired to return every six months.
Rather than crave a distance from the extended family, Chika felt it was 'too far a
distance to be away from your family or relatives' and wished to return often 'just to
connect or be more in touch with people at home'. This was also arguably where he felt
recognised, where he was not one among a number but someone of significance. He had
come to Ireland to receive further medical experience and insisted on returning to Nigeria
whenever he had achieved that. Anuli, even if she differed, was 'duty' bound to him and
accepted his commitment, rendering it as their commitment.

V]

)\rticulating Transformation

There are both commonalities and marked differences in what motivated the families
discussed in this chapter towards migration, eventual familial configuration and everyday
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life in Ireland. Their migration expenences were predicated on the need for familial
stability, economic and personal security, professional development and global mobility
and citizenship. These concerns led them to adopt inventive strategies that made use of
available processes of migration, such as work visas and the asylum system. In the
process the meaning of political asylum was redefined and seeking asylum became
mainly a device for self-preservation, something outside its statutory mandate. The
families engaged in a strategic and sophisticated negotiation of transnational citizenship,
identity and belonging but, as is evident from the preceding discussion, their pursuit of a
base or life in Europe was the initiator and beginning of a much broader transfonnation
of their lives.

Citizenship and Identity

There have been many debates on the notion of citizenship, from which two principal
definitions have emerged. The more traditional idea of 'national' or 'republican'
citizenship argues for a national identity based on and consolidated by a shared history
and public culture and by ancestral ties (Mason 2000; Balibar 2002). The entrenchment
of this notion of citizenship in nationality and shared heritage renders it exclusive and
unaccommodating of other people, notably immigrants. 17 Mason and Balibar call for the
decoupling of citizenship from nationality and a move towards 'active citizenship' or
'community of fate', where the main connection is the circumstantial accident of living
within the same political borders. This conceptualisation of citizenship renders it a
privilege accessible to members of a given polity and based on their active participation
rather than on nationality or ethnicity.
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Mason and Balibar identify French nationalism as a manifestation of 'republican
citizenship', while Carter (2005) points towards countries such as Switzerland. The
dominant parameters of citizenship in Europe continue to privilege the idea of the
'nation' and the 'state', which is incompatible with the modern state's demands for
inclusion and, in particular, with the EU's 'open borders' policy (Weiler 1998). For
example, the 2004 citizenship referendum in Ireland and the events leading up to it
established Ireland as a country whose framework for defining citizenship was aligned to
the republican ideal of shared history, lineage and culture (O'Connell and Smith 2004).

The decoupling of citizenship from the nation and the state is implicit in concepts such as
'global citizenship' (Dower and Williams 2002), 'multicultural citizenship' (Kymlicka
1995) and 'transnational citizenship' (Baubock 1994). In an attempt to break the
boundaries set up by national and republican ideals of citizenship, these theories
emphasise the instability of those ideals in a universe of cross dependency between states
and the fluid movement of people, culture, values and ideas. It is, however, valid to ask
how this 'post-national' ideal of citizenship, which argues for an equal recognition of the
other, can be realised outside the existing institutions of republican, democratic
communities (Schwarzmantel 2002). Delanty (2000) proposes a 'decentred citizenship'
that would include the sub-national, the national and the transnational, a plurality of
forms, conditions and criteria for negotiating and establishing citizenship that would take
account of the cosmopolitan nature of contemporary society and polity.
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These discourses of citizenship and identity originate mainly from the way such concepts
are defined within political boundaries. In the context of the migration of Nigerian
families to Ireland, what is interesting is how these individuals conceptualise, construct
and negotiate transnational citizenship and identity. Through their actions, they give
credence to and offer a performance of what post-nationalist theorists have long posited.
Delanty's notion of 'decentred citizenship' most aptly describes the approach these
families adopted to citizenship and identity. They operated between Nigeria and Ireland,
maintaining ties and investing resources in Nigeria and practising internalised aspects of
their Igbo and Yoruba culture. They continued to refer to themselves as Nigerian, Igbo or
Yoruba. Through these political, cultural, economic and familial affiliations, they
performed their Nigerian, Igbo or Yoruba identities. Yet, in the face of Nigeria's inability
to guarantee their economic, social and personal security, they strategically sought
alternati ve spaces of belonging in Europe.

This was true of all the families. Ada and her family emigrated for security and to
educate their children, while John and Tinu left Nigeria to keep at a distance from the
extended family, thus ensuring the stability of their relationship. The other two families
(Okonkwo and Mary, Anuli and Chika) emigrated in search of economic and social
mobility and intended to make a prolonged stay in Ireland, demonstrating their openness
to a cosmopolitan identity and decentred citizenship prior to their 'exit' from Nigeria.
Ada and her husband and John and Tinu approached multiple citizenship differently,
achieving it through deploying the rite of birth in order to obtain political citizenship in
Ireland for their children - and by extension for themselves. Mary felt that the impact of
such cosmopolitanism went beyond the economic security it offered. She attached a value
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to 'western' education, etiquette and language for her children. For all the families, the
reality of multiple citizenship offered the kind of mobility, cosmopolitanism and security
necessary for their progress.

The plural and decentred conceptualisation of citizenship that Delanty (2002) proposes
provides a basis for appraising the multiple identities (subnational, national and
transnational) to which these families aspire. Their activation of multiple citizenship can
be considered both in terms of the political identity they sought in order to reside in
Ireland and also in terms of what Balibar (2002) refers to as 'active citizenship', that is,
participation through transnationalism in multiple states and locations. This is evident in
the way they build homes, support relatives, physically return to Nigeria and participate
in migrant communal spheres. Yet their children go to school in Ireland and they pay tax,
access social welfare, invest in property and partake in the civic sphere.

In seeking a stake in two or more states, these families transform and render their
identities plural. In pursuit of such plurality they come in contact with the opposition of
the receiving state, made manifest in immigration control policies. They also encounter
new social structures and a culture that accentuates or accommodates their difference,
shaping the nature of family life in Ireland. Assuming and negotiating transnational and
cosmopolitan citizenship thus defines the nature of the transformation that affects their
lives, across social class and mobility, gender, familial relations and everyday existence.
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Social Class and Gender

The fluctuations of social class and gender positioning are articulated in the preceding
account of the lives and histories of the families. I align these categories of social
positioning together, not because they share the same meaning, but as an indication of
how the notion of class can be articulated in relation to a postcolonial, transnational
community undergoing change. By adopting a fluid approach to such discourse, social
class can be articulated in 'class and non-class conditions' (Reskin and Wolff 2000),
allowing for consideration of issues of gender positioning and the politics of the domestic
space. First of all, the ambiguity of class as a social category in a postcolonial and
transnational context needs to be examined.

Marxist and Weberian concepts, which dominate theoretical discussions, conceptualise
class within fixed parameters, with Marxists pursuing a discourse of class based on
capitalism and economics while Weberians focus on hierarchies of accomplishment,
status and power. These respective models have been widely critiqued within Europe and
America,'8 where the conditions exist around which theories of class have largely been
developed.

Scholars of postcolonial societies pursue similar lines of class critique, while also
identifying the complexities of such models when studying what Ekekwe (1986) calls
'peripheral capitalist States'. In non-traditional capitalist societies, 'class limits will not
be clearly defined, class relationships will be ambiguous; structures that belong to
different historical epochs will coexist with and cut across each other' (Stavenhagen
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(1975: 70). Exploring political struggles and resistance in Africa through the colonial to
the postcolonial period, Zeilig (2002), a self proclaimed Marxist, observes that the socalled 'working class',
revolutions,

whose movements in concert form the core of socialist

was absent, disorganised or weak in pre-independence Africa. Instead,

students and academics described elsewhere by Ekekwe (1986) as part of the 'petty
bourgeoisie,]9 took over the revolutionary struggle for independence against the colonial
. b
. ,20
lorelgn ourgeOls.

,~

Acknowledging the limitations of the dominant Marxist model of production and capital
in an analysis of 'peripheral capitalist states', Ekekwe writes:
Class definition incorporates criteria other than the economic. These criteria are
the political and the ideological, and refer to the importance of political struggle
in class definition. In considering all three criteria - the economic, the political
and the ideological - the economic is seen as the dominant determinant. The
political and the ideological criteria obviously lead to problems of just what
degree of class consciousness should be associated with classes; these problems'
can become formidable when one is studying a social formation in which social
classes 'are in constant transformation toward new forms ofrelation,.21
Ekekwe follows Carchedi's (1975) neo-Marxist analysis of class formations

III

developing nations to articulate the Nigerian class categories as 'proletariat', 'petty
bourgeois' and 'bourgeois'. He makes no concrete claims as to the efficacy ofthis model
but uses it to analyse how the petty bourgeois acquired power and perpetuated their
position in the capital accumulation process, while those who did not have access to
accumulation pressed for the creation of new states to enable them to move into positions
amenable to accumulation. This development meant that both classes were dynamic and
could move up or down depending on the access to accumulation.
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Outside post-colonial territories, migration and transnationalism have created the
conditions in which subjects of postcolonial or 'commonwealth' states resident in the
former colonising countries have become the focus of debate about class. The
relationship of class with race, 'the modality in which class is lived', the 'medium'
through which it is 'experienced', the 'form in which it is appropriated and fought
through' (Hall 1978: 394), is also involved in the discussion. 22 The fluidity evident in the
discourse of class in relation to the migrant other urges a rethinking of how dominant
conceptions of class can be appropriated. Critiquing Marxist models, theorists of
migration such as Castels (1973) and Anthias (2000: 23) argue that 'where migrant
groups, racial groups or migrant labour are defined as a reserve army of labour,
conceptual and empirical problems occur in relation to the use of Marxist economic
categories to an inappropriate object'. In their attempt to build upon a Marxist economic
concept of surplus, its appropriation and distribution, relevant I would suggest to
transnational domestic class dynamics, Resnik and Wolff write:
Our task is to open up new discursive spaces where a language of class can
articulate with other aspects of social existence that are themselves potential
sources of identity. The emphasis we place on a language of process rather than of
social structure suggests the possibility of energetic and unconfined class
identities, where the compelling question is not 'what is my class belonging?' but
'what is my class becoming?' ... Without the vision of a social and economic
structure that fixes identity of its constituents elements, we can begin to see class
processes being enacted in multiple forms and social sites - not just in the
capitalist enterprise but in non-capitalist ones, and also in the household, the state,
the prison, the community, and any other place or relationship in which the
accounting of flows of necessary and surplus labour might be illuminating or
compelling. Individuals may participate in multiple class processes at anyone
time over their life spans, all of which may (or may not) contribute to a class
identity (2000: 10-11).
The point here is the fluid nature of class when a postcolonial, transnational and marginal
community is in question. Resnik and Wolff's emphasis on a 'language of process' and
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the shifting dimensions of class affiliation provides a compelling framework within
which to situate the class and gendered imperatives of subjects whose everyday lives are
comprehensively entangled with the contingencies of Nigerian modernity and
transnational migration.

In the lives outlined in this chapter, we witness the reconfiguration of class in the context
of the socioeconomic positioning of the families in Nigeria and Ireland, but also in the
politics of gender within the domestic space. This is evident in the transformation of
social positioning in the lives of Okonkwo's family as a result of his migration. In
Nigeria his upward social mobility was evident in the way he changed his children's
schools, acquired material possessions, enacted wedding rites and received the
affirmation of his community. In Ireland, he appeared oblivious of geographical class
demarcations when he purchased a home in a social housing complex where his children
were prevented from socialising with the neighbourhood children in order to avoid their
being 'corrupted.' Using his experience in Nigeria as a reference point, such visible
markers of social class assume ambiguous connotations.

The fluidity of social positioning is also evident in the lives of Ada, John and Tinu, Chika
and Anuli. These were well-placed people in what can be called the Nigerian middle and
upper-middle class, pursuing fulfilling professions. Their consciousness of their position
in Nigeria shaped the nature of their socialisation with other Nigerians in Ireland. They
brought these demarcations with them, adding another layer of social stratification to
those that already exist in Ireland. Yet through the act of migration, they subscribed to a
certain marginality in Ireland and struggled to reposition themselves within the Irish
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social class structure. Ada and John and Tinu were once asylum seekers, on the very edge
of Irish society, receiving social welfare benefits, in strong contrast to their previous
lives. Ada's husband returned to Nigeria with his family partly because he could not
subscribe to starting his life over again from the margins. Yet, by establishing legal
residence and active citizenship in Ireland, John and Tinu were able to transcend such
marginality. It is hard to place these families within fixed categories and only a 'language
of process' and its acknowledgement of the shifting dimensions of class affiliation in this
migratory context can account for such fluidity.

Class is also performed in domestic contexts, which arguably reside within what Resnik
and Wolf (2000) refer to as a 'non-class conditions'. Within the sending and receiving
societies, the shifting hierarchies of gender within the domestic space exist alongside the
issue of social positioning. Such developments accord with other discussions on gender
and migration, which portray positive and emancipatory developments in migrant
women's lives due to their presence in the global north (Buijs 1993; Anderson and
Phizacklea 1997; Matsouka and Sorenson 1999). The changing status of women in these
families is a recurring theme.

During her residence in Ireland, Ada spoke of being able to manage and make major
decisions for her family without the intervention of the extended family. She
acknowledged that being in control was emancipating; distance allowed her to regulate
the distribution of power within the family. Most of the women in this study
acknowledged that they played a greater part in controlling family life. Gendered
empowerment manifests in other ways. Mary found in her improved economic conditions
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in Nigeria the impetus to negotiate better working conditions and to repossess her dignity

in her Catholic community through the rite of marriage. In Ireland, the cost of childcare
had prevented her from working. However, as Walby's (1997) study of gendered· regimes
suggests, her position as a homemaker for the family became more crucial in the absence
of the extended family and affordable childcare. Migration also preserved the privacy and
intimacy of Nigerian family life, which for Tinu was so important that it led to her refusal
to return to John in Nigeria after the birth of their child.

Far away from extended family support, domestic roles were distributed in ways
unaligned to Nigerian stereotypes. On the one hand, Tinu no longer received an
allowance from John, becoming an equal economic contributor to their family. On the
other hand, the men in these families assumed domestic responsibilities far removed from
their roles in their family lives in Nigeria. These visible changes may not be profound in
nature, but they reformulate the class politics of the domestic sphere, contingent on the
transnational ism of the Nigerian family in Ireland.

Everyday Life

In the same way as Nigerian family migration alters class and gender positioning within
and outside the domestic sphere, it affects and determines in a range of ways the nature of
everyday life in Ireland. Such materialisation of transformation is evident, on the one
hand, in emergent culturai differences and how these families deal with them. John and
Tinu explained their difficulty in handling the contrasting cultural values to which their
children were exposed in the school and in the home. Faced with a different structure of
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income, taxation and childcare, they balanced their working hours and their childcare
needs to minimise their tax burden. These conditions were different from what they were
familiar with in Nigeria, yet John related to the social equity and familial intimacy of the
Irish social model. Anuli, on her part, expressed concern about her childminder who, she
concluded did not know their 'ways', opting instead for a Nigerian childminder better
acquainted with the methods adopted by Nigerian mothers and more open to Anuli's
schedule. Children participated actively in helping their parents, elder children looking
after younger ones when their parents had to attend to other things. While Irish social
services might frown on such a practice, the children understood the demands on their
parents, actively protecting them from external scrutiny. These issues, among others,
were new concepts with which these families dealt strategically.

In order to maintain a proximity to the culturally familiar, they participated in supportive
communal spheres with their fellow Nigerians in such spaces as Pentecostal churches,
parties and community associations. Yet they were also keen to integrate into the broader
Irish community through strategies of civic and community participation, social networks
and economic reproduction. Such acts of active integration into Irish society were
strategic and their success in this regard was displayed, enunciated and documented in
places of familial memory such as their family photographs. This brings us back to the
notion of citizenship and plural identity. The identities of these families, situated outside
the limited scope of national citizenship, cannot be fixed. They inhabit and participate in
multiple sites, negotiate various cultural and social structures and perform plural
identities. They are transnational, situated and defined by conditions both here and there.
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Notes

I

I use the term Ada's husband to qualify Ada's spouse throughout this chapter. I decided not to

use a pseudonym because. Ada continually referred to him as 'my husband' instead of by name.
2

Ada says 'my two kids' in her response to this photograph, subconsciously acknowledging only

the two younger children she had with her husband. The older two come from a previous
relationship. This is one of the rare moments when she drew such distinctions. Judging from my
experience, it is not possible to know the four children are not of the same mother when they are
together and Ada loves and treats them equally.
3

'Madame' and 'Oga' in this instance connote something like respect for a benefactor but may

also be explicitly suggestive of the teTIn 'master'.
4

In Nigeria (unlike Ireland) I thought it necessary to enter Ada's familial space with both her

consent and that of her husband. However, she insisted that I came inside the house, shouting,
'come in now' from the window of her room.
S

In Nigeria, 'business centres' are places where services such photocopying, typing, telephone

calls and other related secretarial services are offered.
6

Parnell Street and Moore Street in Dublin are areas where ethnic businesses are predominantly

located, including Nigerian food vendors, grocery stores, hair-dressing salons, internet and call
centres and legal offices serving the immigrant population.
7

For critical debates on the supreme court ruling and the subsequent citizenship referendum that

ended the practice of granting residency to parents of children born in Ireland, see Lentin and
McVeigh (2006) and O'Connell and Smyth (2004).
8

I use this term rather than the largely western construct of middle and upper-middle class

categories that places its subjects on the basis of their profession, income and family background.
While talking to my social actors, terms such as 'not okay', 'okay', 'comfortable', and 'very
comfortable' are used to describe their social and economic status.
9

Nigeria has one of the highest maternal mortality rates in the world; it is estimated that 10 per

cent of such deaths occur there. Many women among the privileged class give birth to their
children in foreign hospitals because of the risks associated with the apparently inadequate health
infrastructure in Nigeria. See, for example, Harrison (1997).
10

The period between February 2003 and the end of 2004, when the minister for justice

suspended the issue of residency permits to parents of children born in Ireland, was very sensitive
for many Nigerian families. This was the time when many of my social actors pulled out of their
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commitment to my research, fearing that from opening their private lives to the public gaze would
result in a backlash.
II

OWS stands for One World Spirit, a migrant support group. John and Tinu along with a

number of other Nigerians in their town were active members.
12

To circumvent his employment restrictions, they paid him a minimal stipend in the guise of

transport and lunch allowances. The situation was more or less the same in all the other places
where John worked.
13

A popularly known case in the Dundalk area involved a teenage girl who, following advice

from her Irish friends, complained to social services about corporal punishment she received at
home from her parents. She was subsequently taken into state custody and handed over to an Irish
foster mother who the narrators believed practiced fostering as a means of generating income.
She had a number of other children in her care. In her care the Nigerian teenage girl who was
among the top of her class was allowed unlimited freedom, and she followed her friends. Her
grades plummeted and other Nigerian families recalled seeing her on the street smoking and
'hanging out' with her friends. This story has come up severally in conversations with African
families in the area and it has become a standard criticism of what they regard as a weak and soft
system of managing the morals of children in Ireland.
14

See Mullan (2005) for statistical data on the migration of medical personnel from Nigeria and

sub-Saharan Africa.
15

See Eastwood et al. (2005).

16

See Aniakor (1979) for a description of the Igbo traditional compound.

17

For a discussion regarding questions of citizenship within the context of transnational

communities, together with the global circulation of immigrants and refugees, see for example,

Vertovec (2001); Carter (2001); Ong (2003); and Bodemann and Yurdakul (2006, 2007).
18

See, for example, Devine and Savage (2005: 14) who favour a 'Bourdieuvarian' approach to

understanding the relationship between social class and culture. This theoretical perspective
argues that social actors negotiate their positions within a field by 'differentiating one's self from
others in the field' in a form of strategic 'game play'. It focuses on the complex interplay between
'habitus, reflexivity and identity'. See also Castles (1986).
19

The term 'petty bourgeois' has been used in a range of postcolonial discussions on social class

to refer to the mid level of class stratification.
20

The term 'foreign bourgeois' refers to the ruling and capitalist class of the colonial

establishment.

272

21

See also Dos Santos (1970: 185).

21

See Miles (1980); Gilroy (1987); Hall (1980); Hall et a1. (1978); and Phizacklea and Miles

([980).
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Chapter Four
Transition and Transformation: Nigerian Familial Formations
Ireland's Spaces of Regulation and Regimentation
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Figure 4.1: I think in the reception centre, people are being constrained. They are living in a
forced environment. Living in such a place that is eroding their African values. Living in such
environment is demeaning the parents. I think it is an alien kind of environment for people to
stay. You find that the parents are being alienated. The children wake in the morning and they see
their parents doing nothing but just going off to get food, then go back again to sleep the same
day. The process is repeated daily you know - very boring, monotonous system. You do that over
and over and the kids do not see their parents go out to earn a living or make something
worthwhile. They are kind of in prison-like circumstances (Mofe, commenting during a focus
group discussion, 2005).
Comparing to where I went to, the husband and the children are together, staying in their own
house, having rights to anything. They have pennits, they own everything there, and they can do
in their own house what eve r they wish, while me, [ have restricted movement. I am restricted to
do those things, I ha ve rules and regulations you must obey, so those are the little things that are
bothering me (interview with Deola, 2006).
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Although I have relied mainly on the photographic archives of the families involved in
this study, I took the photograph above (figure 4.1) myself, to document related material
artefacts in their site-specific contexts. The setting is a Direct Provision Centre in Dublin
where the social actors described in this chapter resided. The signs, situated throughout
the centre, seemed to me poignant materialised embodiments of a specific narrative of
Direct Provision. Deola, a resident in the centre and one of the participants in this study,
gave me permission to take photographs. She assumed that residence in the centre
conferred on her the authority to allow me to document the place she temporarily called
home but the management disagreed and an argument ensued. After several minutes of
threats, apologies and negotiations, I was instructed to stop taking photographs, banished
from the site and allowed to keep the camera and film only on condition that images of
the centre must not be 'recognised anywhere'; hence my intentional defacement of the
image beyond 'recognition'. Deola's assumption about her rights in the centre may have
resulted from a given perception that ownership and authority comes with residence,
which took its point of reference from her life before she entered the Direct Provision
system. The management's intervention made plain to her the apparent loss of these
rights, her situation in an institution and her multidimensional transition and
transformation.

Walking into the reception centre, I was struck by the visibility of the rules and
regulations pasted all over the rooms and hallways, reminding the residents of codes of
conduct that guaranteed their continued stay in the place. Some addressed issues of
access to the different spaces in the building, some stated the regulations surrounding
mealtimes and the rest gave information about legal and social services. None of these
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images really suggested the kind of hospitality associated with a 'bed and breakfast',
which was what was clearly advertised on a sign on the outside of the building. Instead,
one got an impression of a regimented and regulated space where the priority appeared to
be the control and surveillance of the 'guests', where hospitality translated into hostility
and where an institutional order operated that was distinct from what existed outside. As [
compared my experience of this site with my knowledge of the privileges accorded to
conventional guests in traditional 'bed and breakfasts', I felt the relevance of Agamben's
(2005) notion of the 'state of exception', where specific laws or accepted modes of
practice are suspended in order to accommodate state control and regulation of a
particular group of people within the state's territory. This practice can be viewed within
the framework of Foucault's (2003) idea of 'biopolitics', in which a section of society
can be isolated to secure the preservation of society as a whole.

In the structural acts of 'exception' pasted on the wall (figure 4: I), the wording of the text
can be read as exhibiting progressive levels of inhospitality.

[n

the header, 'To All ....

Court Guests', the only suggestion of hospitality is to be found in the word 'guests'
(according to the residents, 'inmates' would have been a more appropriate word), a
substitute for a welcome sign which is nowhere to be found. In the second line' guests' is
replaced with 'residents', who are reminded that no visitors are permitted. Initially, it
might appear that the temporality of being a guest is transformed by the word 'resident'
into a more permanent context, suggesting that this site might in fact be a home.
However, the so-called 'residents' are starkly reminded that this is only what Bachelard
(1958) describes, in the Poetics of Space, as an illusion of stability used as an apparatus
of social control. The next sentence reinforces the residents' subordination to the
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institution of the state that is responsible for their 'confinement', while the last
emphasises that the state has absolute control over residents' lives and can strip them of
any right to protection. Deola' s misunderstanding as to the extent of her rights and
privileges in the centre was highlighted by our encounter with those who ran the place,
but the underlying message transmitted by the signs served to reinforce her awakening to
the realities of being in Direct Provision. The social contract between the institution of
Direct Provision and its subject is characterised by adherence to a restricted code of
conduct distinct from what exists beyond the walls in mainstream society. The reward for
subservience is the controlled protection that Direct Provision signifies.

The conflicting positions, informed by their different points of reference, of the Direct
Provision authorities and its subjects clash at this sociopolitical intersection - the Direct
Provision Centre. Both the image and the accompanying narratives from Mofe and Deola
are evidence of a transformative process, experienced by the Nigerian families who
inhabit such centres and contingent on an exchange between them and the state. I use the
term 'exchange' here to acknowledge that the Nigerian migrant family also possesses
agency and is an active participant in this relationship with the state and its intentionality,
which manifests itself in Direct Provision. What then are the motivations and historical
antecedents of both parties to this exchange, and what are the transformative formations
that take place in the Nigerian families?

In what follows, I explore these questions, firstly, by examining the historical antecedents
of Direct Provision and its physical and structural manifestation, and secondly by casting
an ethnographic gaze upon three Nigerian subjects - Sunmi, Bernadette and Deola - who
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inhabited one of these sites, elucidating their motivations and lived experience. Within
my commentary, the level of ethnographic detail varies, reflecting the different degrees of
my involvement with my social actors, the length of their stay in the Direct Provision
Centre and my ability/inability to gain access to the site. One of the families discussed
still lived in the centre at the time I completed this chapter in 2007, another left shortly
after we met, and the third was deported six months later. Following the ethnographic
discussion there will be an examination of life in Direct Provision in Ireland, in which I
contrast the day-to-day experiences of my social actors with their unique and diverse
histories and backgrounds. My strategy is predicated on the notion that, while there are
subtle individual differences between residents' lives, the Direct Provision Centre
homogenises them by imposing on them a given, unified, collective and interwoven
structure. Because of this approach, it was impossible for me to avoid repetition in
discussing the everyday life of these Nigerian family subjects. I will now tum to the
origins and formations of Direct Provision.

II

A Historical Background of Direct Provision

Following the huge growth in the Irish economy - the 'Celtic tiger' phenomenon - that
has been taking place since the last decade of the twentieth century, Ireland has witnessed
a reversal of its previous position as a country of outbound migration and became one of
the largest per capita recipients of inward migration in Europe (48,900 in 1999 and
70,000 in 2004). I The greater part of this inward migration consisted of returning Irish
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migrants, immigrants from other EU states, students and workers from the rest of the
world. Only a fraction were individuals and families seeking refugee status. This segment
of Ireland's inward migration increased from 34 in 1992 to a peak of 11,600 in 2002,
2

before decreasing to 4766 in 2004 Since 2005, the number of applications has stabilised
at just over 4,000. Prior to 10 April 2000, asylum applicants lodged their applications in
Dublin and were given the same welfare support as Iri sh citizens. This assistance
included a means tested payment through the Supplementary Welfare Allowance scheme
and, where applicable, rent supplements (Quinn, 2006).
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Figure 4.2: Number of asylum applications per year, 1992-2005.

At the tum of the 21 " century, Ireland experienced an unprecedented increase in the
number of asylum applicants and their concentration in Dublin. The Irish state argued
that the situation put enormous pressure on the Eastern Health Board, which handled
applicants ' welfare at the time, destabilised the rental market in Dublin and was, because
of

the

considerable

numbers

involved,
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inimical

to

.

.

integratIon.

3

Emergency

accommodation centres for asylum seekers were set up· Bed and breakfast
establishments were utilised as temporary holding centres in Dublin and other counties,
while army barracks outside Dublin were fitted

with caravans as makeshift

accommodation; these temporary features later became permanent. 5 Independent
commercial agents were contracted to handle the housing of asylum seekers, purposebuilt mass accommodation was built or bought by the state. It was through this process,
the state argues, that the system of 'dispersal' and Direct Provision emerged as state
poli cy 6

In the Direct Provision Centres, asylum applicants receive room and board and a stipend
of €19.10 a week per adult and €9.60 a week per child. Health coverage is provided for
all applicants, in addition to free education up to secondary school level. International
student tuition rates apply in relation to higher education. Subjects of the Direct Provision
System and asylum applicants who had not been in Ireland for a year by IO April 2000
were not allowed to take up paid employment. Having opted out of the relevant EU .
directive, Ireland and Denmark are now the only EU states to maintain a ban on asylum
seekers' right to work (O'Mahony 2006). In 2000 and 2001, the issue of Direct Provision
was strongly debated in different spheres in Ireland. Some NGOs and migrant support
groups argued against it,' some local communities contested the establishment of centres

in their neighbourhood,8 and the government tried to justify its position.

It has been argued that the introduction of Direct Provision situates Ireland alongside
other member states of the EU, including the UK 9 According to Quinn (2005), the Irish
government believes that a synchronised approach to asylum applicants is the best
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approach and that the system of Direct Provision is a humane, fair and effective means of
meeting their basic needs. However, the system was also a response to the public attitude
towards asylum seekers, as well as a strategy aimed at creating 'disincentives' for 'bogus'
asylum applicants attracted by the 'generous' welfare system in Ireland and its 'liberal'
asylum policy.IO But the expected drop in asylum applications did not immediately
materialise (figure 4.2). They dipped slightly in 200 I and then reached a peak in 2002.
The sharp fall from 2003 through to 2005 may be the result of the introduction of other
'disincentives', such as the removal of the right of parents of a child born in Ireland to
remain there and the 2004 Citizenship Referendum. II In 2006, because of the decreased
demand for accommodation, the Irish government announced the closure of seventeen
out of sixty-seven Direct Provision Centres across all counties in Ireland and the intended
closure of several others during the same year (O'Brien 2006). To further curb
applications for asylum by those he termed 'high-risk' and not in need of protection, the
then minister for justice, Michael McDowell, announced in January 2007 his intention to
construct a 'detention centre' where so-called high-risk applicants from 'sub-Saharan
Africa' could be held while their applications were being processed (Holland 2007).

How, then, does this particular formation relate to the Nigerian migrant family in Ireland?
The statistics published by the Office of the Refugee Applications Commissioner
(ORAC) indicate that 24 per cent of all applications received in 2006 were from Nigeria;
during the previous five years, the corresponding figure averaged about 32 per cent.
Thus, when the Irish minister of justice spoke of the need to incarcerate 'high-risk'
app licants from sub-Saharan Africa, it can be argued that he was referring chiefly to
Nigerian SUbjects. The Direct Provision Centre, occasioned by logistical and political
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expediency, marked the beginning of a project of containment, regnlation, disincentive
and incarceration. As stated above it can be argned that such centres are a tactile and
tangible manifestation of Foucault's (2003) 'biopolitics', rendered opaque by its
justifications and enabled by Agamden's (2005) notion of the 'state of exception'.

A Landscape ofthe Direct Provision Centre

The accommodation provided for asylum applicants in Direct Provision Centres varies.
Some facilities are converted bed and breakfasts located in or near the centre of cities and
towns across Ireland, while others are in more remote parts of the country.

In

accommodation of this particular type, single men and women occupy shared gender
segregated rooms with bunk beds and families of up to seven occupy single rooms of
varying size. The rooms are usually fitted with a small basic storage unit and a television.
Some larger rooms have a private toilet and bathroom, while smaller ones may share such
facilities. A dining-room and common area are provided on the ground floor. Meals are
served at given times: 9 a.m. to \0 a.m. for breakfast, I p.m. to 2 p.m. for lunch and 5
p.m. to 6 p.m. for dinner. The movement of residents is monitored by the management of
the centre but not usually restricted, though they are required to sign out every time they
leave the site and to record their time of re-entry. Extended periods of absence are
officially unacceptable; a resident who intends being away is required to get permission
from the government agency responsible. CCTV cameras monitor the movement of
people throughout the site, except in private spaces such as bedrooms and bathrooms.
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The compact nature of the bed and breakfast accommodation enables residents to become
acquainted with their managers, security personnel and cooks and to form relationships
with them, depending on the individual temperaments and personalities of both residents
and staff. For example, I observed residents being allowed to cook their own traditional
food as a special concession, while they could also break mealtime rules if they had the
right kind of relationship with the manager or kitchen staff. One centre abandoned the
practice of signing in and out, while in an extremely rare instance a resident was provided
with high-speed Internet aCCess in his room because a special bond existed between him
and the proprietor of the centre. This particular proprietor also allowed residents to spend
extended periods of time working illegally in Dublin or elsewhere. Later, I heard
anecdotal evidence that he, as well as his manager, helped residents find work in farms
and small-scale industries in the countryside. While the terms and conditions of these
jobs were never disclosed to me, the beneficiaries seemed happy to have some work to
do. Cosier relationships also existed. The manager of one particular site developed a
relationship with a Nigerian woman whom he later married. They now live together in
Dublin. Another middle-aged manager became romantically involved with a single
Nigerian mother for whom he later arranged alternative accommodation.

Another type of accommodation existed in the form of large resorts, either purpose-built
or converted from their previous use. Mosney, one such place, was a summer holiday
resort north of Dublin and near the Irish Sea. Isolated and gated, it consisted of multiple
detached buildings, each containing a number of self-contained apartments. In contrast to
the bed and breakfasts, it offered residents more privacy and space, with such facilities as
living rooms and private bathrooms. Mosney suited families, who lacked space in bed
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and breakfast accommodation and on caravan sites. However, its location was isolated,
far from shops, local civic amenities and nearby towns and communities. Contact with
people other than the residents and staff came mainly from volunteers who worked with
immigrant support groups. Some residents walked over a mile to get to the bus stop and
access major urban centres.

Of all the accommodation, caravan sites were the most austere and impersonal. One was
situated half a mile from the town centre in Kildare, a small town south of Dublin. A
former military base, this was a secure site, with a private security company recording all
movement in and out of the main gate. A tarmac road led into a concrete clearing, devoid
of any landscaping or objects other than the small caravans lined up in row upon row.
Each caravan contained a tiny sleeping room and a narrow, rectangular living area. A
toilet and bathroom separated the living room and sleeping area. I call this space a
'sleeping area' deliberately, because it was too tiny to be called a bedroom. On the other
side of the clearing was a large hall where the kitchen and dining hall were located. In
contrast to the other types of accommodation, there was no provision for a playground or
recreational facilities.

The participants discussed in this chapter lived in a converted bed and breakfast located
in the centre of Dublin. Hostels and bed and breakfasts lined both sides of the street,12 but
unlike the rest of the guesthouses, this particular building was three storeys high and was
characterised by a different clientele: African women pushed prams on the street and into
the entrance; sometimes a few men of Eastern European appearance could be seen sitting
down on the entrance stairway; at other times, it would be African men or women. As
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one approached the hostel, a sign hanging to the left of the door said, 'no vacancy',
attesting to the building's previous history as a bed and breakfast or youth hostel before it
undertook the lucrative commercial enterprise of providing temporary accommodation
for asylum seekers. Another sign instructed visitors to report to the reception desk. The
door was always shut, but pressing a bell equipped with an audio- and video-enabled
apparatus prompted the receptionist to let one enter the building. A video camera covered
the entrance. Usually, the attending receptionist/s would immediately ascertain the
visitor's reason for being there.

After passing the main entrance, a small hallway separated the common areas to the left
and the reception room to the right. On some occasions, depending on the receptionist,
visitors might be required to complete a form stating when they arrived, when they
intended to leave, whom they were visiting, the room thai person occupied and the
purpose of visit. The small reception room was equipped with a counter separating
visitors from the office area, which contained a computer, printing equipment, a security
monitor, phones, intercoms and paperwork. The stairs leading to the rooms upstairs were
only accessible through a reception area in full view of the security personnel on duty. In
the hallway and the door leading up the stairs, visitors were reminded that the residents'
rooms were off-limits. The hallway and common rooms on the ground floor contained
more CCTV cameras, enabling a panoptic (Foucault, 1980, 1991) view of both visitors
and residents.

On the ground floor workers, including cooks, cleaners and security personnel, walked
about the place. A female cook wearing a red shirt, blue denims and a white overcoat
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strewn with food and dirt stains picked up plates left over from lunch. She brushed the
floor and wiped the tables as well. A male cook lugged a huge pile of meat into the
kitchen. He could also be seen at other times organising food in the kitchen. Inside the
first three common rooms, unset tables were crammed on one side towards the front
window. Black plastic chairs were stacked one on top of the other or positioned unevenly
around the room. At times, it could become a challenge for families to navigate the place.
The walls were painted a dull shade of light green and white and decorated with prints of
landscape paintings. Taped on to the artwork were more rules and regulations that
imbued the prints with an extra aesthetic dimension - the aesthetic of control. Five or
more children played chaotically at times. Some cried and others looked for attention.
Women sat holding their babies or beside prams inside which their children slept, kicked,
cried or sucked on their food. Other prams idled in the middle of the room while the kids
ran around them. Men and mostly African women paced in and out of the kitchen,
dining-room, upstairs bedrooms, front door and the TV lounge. More tables lined both
sides of the dining-room, the largest room in the building, leaving a free area in the
middle for pedestrian traffic. On most occasions, the African women and a few men
gathered on the ground floor talking or eating during mealtimes. Sometimes about twenty
adults occupied the whole reception area.

The three-storey building contained forty-six rooms of varying size and a number of
shared bathrooms. Families with children had one room to themselves. Single people
shared, four people to each room. There could be up to one hundred registered residents
in the building at anyone time, despite the fact that the common rooms could hardly cater
comfortably for a dozen people. Children lacked a proper play area and there were no
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elevators to facilitate access to upstairs rooms. On one particular day I saw a child,
chasing after her mother in the dense human traffic, run into a door frame and cut her
head. Despite the predominance of familial subjects, the geography of the space negated
the re-creation of the familiar and familial environments from which most of its subjects
came. It is to these social actors that I will now turn.

III

T he Residents

Bunrni

Figure 4.3: This is me and my son Gabriel (interv iew with Bunmi. 2005).
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Bunmi was a 28-year-old woman from the south-western part of Nigeria. When she
arrived in Ireland in 2005, she applied for asylum and was placed in a Direct Provision
Centre in Dublin. Her son Gabriel was born there later that year. In 2006 Bunmi's
application for asylum was refused. The photograph of Bunmi and her son (figure 4.3)
was taken during a church reception that they attended in Dublin in 2005. I have situated
this image at this point in the discussion not because of a proclivity towards the
conventional media tradition of 'picturing the subject', but rather because I perceived this
particular photograph as symbolic; it reproduces a specific symbolism of maternity,
captured by the conscious staging of the picture evident in Bunmi' s acknowledgement of
the photographer's presence through gazing at the camera, while also persuading the
viewer of the materiality of the relationship between Bunmi and her child, which is
conveyed in Bunmi's accompanying narrative: 'This is me and my son Gabriel.' Within
the discourse of Nigerian families in Ireland and specifically in Direct Provision, this
image of mother and son penneates the agency, histories and everyday life of the families
in view, symbolising not only the predictable interest in families, but also the gendering
of spaces, migration, and associated cultural and political discourses and practices among
the residents. 13 This image is not therefore intended to identify Bunmi (who has been
concealed through my attempt to preserve anonymity) but to signal a current that runs
through both this chapter and the thesis as a whole.

Prior to Bunmi' s arrival in Ireland and application for refugee status, she was based in the
UK and Nigeria. Her multiple-entry and multi-year visitor's visa enabled her to reside in
the UK for up to six months at a time, after which she was required to return to Nigeria in
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order to maintain the visa's validity. During her stay in the UK, she purchased goods
such as cars and sold them in Nigeria. This enterprise enabled her to keep her
transnational life profitable and active, and her 'partner' had a similarly transnational
business lifestyle. Bunmi had a degree in banking and finance from a Nigerian university
and worked in a Nigerian bank before turning to the independent enterprise that
necessitated her transnationalism.

Bunmi's Secrets

When I explained to Bunmi that my research approach involved reliving her past and
present life through her family photographs, she immediately told me that she only had a
handful, most of which were taken in Ireland. When I asked how many made a handful,
she said 'about twenty', adding that she had taken some more but had not developed the
film. My initial impulse, given the paucity of photographs, was to cancel my request for
her participation. However, I began to think about the circumstances that had limited her
collection. Bunmi offered two conflicting explanations for her lack of photographs, that
she had put her things in a friend's house for safe keeping while gradually removing her
belongings from the centre and that family photographs were not a priority with her. In
her view, a 'picture is not the real thing', and she had a lot of other things to think about,
such as leaving a culture and a country that offered her no security and where she
considered everything to be 'bad'. In other words, in carrying out her 'sudden' act of
exile, it had not seemed important to take images of her life with her. Whether Bunmi
censored the images, packed the pictures up with her belongings or left them in Nigeria,
their absence underscored a certain temporality, transience and uncertainty in her
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experience of transnational existence. Arguably, her relationship with the familial archive
symbolised her transnational identity.

It took a few weeks to arrange a suitable time for us to view and discuss what remained
of Bunmi's family photographs. She had been busy with medical appointments for her
son and we had to make sure that he was well before any more interviews took place.
When she finally came to my house, she had three photographs out of the twenty that she
claimed were in her possession. She also had rolls of film, which I helped her to develop.
All the images were taken over a short period of time during her stay in Ireland. It is
possible that Bunmi deliberately kept back the rest of the images as an act of censorship,
an expression of distrust for my motives and a way to protect herself in what seemed to
be a very fragile and unstable period. This explanation introduces an argument discussed
in the conclusion, that the domestic archive, which I also refer to as the 'living archive' is
private and guarded, presupposes the 'other' as outsider and lends itself only to a
'familial look' (Hirsch 1997: 11). For Hirsch, the 'familial look' relates to the act of
embracing the 'other' already in the photograph as part of family, but I take a different
view and instead consider that 'to look' is an act that is exclusive to the custodians of the
object of gaze. Rather than embracing it, the living archive offers itself only when a
mutual relationship is established with the' other', rendering it as part of the family and
thus worthy of the privilege 'to look'. Perhaps Bunmi recognised me as 'other', as well as
my intention to look at her private family frames and the potential transition of her living
archive from the private to the public.
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During my encounter with her, Bunmi was very careful, divulging hardly anything
without thinking about it. When she did give an answer, it was short; if the question was
personal, such as whether she was still in a relationship with the father of her son, she
refused to answer. At other times she would give me an answer that seemed consistent
with the official statement in her asylum application. 14 I reassured her about my status as
a researcher and a Nigerian who understood her circumstances and who would protect
her anonymity and not compromise her situation. I even spoke in broken English, a
creolised version of English used in Nigeria, to drive this point home and make her
identify more with me. These gestures seemed to put her at ease and allow a little
openness but she remained very guarded.

This guardedness and her strategic and constructed responses to my enquiries into her
private life and concealed intentions reveal Taussig's notion of the 'public secret', or the
'secretly familiar' (1999: 5-6). These concepts amount to 'the configuration of repression
in which depth becomes surface so as to remain depth'. This is the secret that is unspoken
but known to many, who may feign ignorance of it in an act of solidarity. In the case of
Bunmi, a Nigerian migrant familiar with strategies of self-preservation, her intentions,
agency and the motivations that led her to abandon her business and separate from her
'partner' and the support systems available in Nigeria to navigate the intricacies of the
asylum system for nearly a year are the secretly familiar, the public secret. Whether or
not she was under serious threat of physical harm, as the law stipulated she should be in
order to be granted asylum,IS she believed that European citizenship for her son would
bring some perceived predictability, stability and security to her own life as a mother,
insuring her against the unpredictability of her own country and its failure to guarantee
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her and her son a stable future. As noted earlier, the Nigerian political scientist, Osaghae
(2000) refers to such strategies as 'exit', a departure from the state that is part of the
parallel systems of social, economic and political reproduction and infonned by a desire
to counter the ineffectiveness of one's state of origin.

While Bunmi's intentions were at times construed by agents of the state and the public as
systematic exploitation of a 'generous asylum system' through 'bogus' claims by
economic migrants, her motivations were not unrelated to· the various strategies more
stable and privileged citizens deploy toward their own survival and bettennent. For
instance, Watanabe (2005) describes how Boston Brahmin families relocate their assets
to avoid large inheritance taxes. In addition, the well-documented emigration of the Irish,
Spanish, Italians and Greeks took place as an 'exit' strategy in response to similarly
insecure situations in their home countries and imaginative and strategic processes of
individual

or collective

self-preservation facilitated

their emigration.

Bunmi's

motivations and the attendant desire to mask them were 'public secrets', not because her
actions were different from other historically documented reasons for 'exit', but primarily
because they did not fit into the parameters laid down by the state for the migratory
procedure she chose. To preserve the 'public secret', she chose which images to show me
and found excuses to keep some from my view. In other words, to protect the public and
private secret, she chose what truth to tell and what not to tell.

Taussig's expenence of the 'public secret' derives from his work in Colombia and
reflects the anthropological work of Pitt-Rivers (1971) on the Andalusians in Spain
during Franco's dictatorship. Pitt-Rivers suggests that the Andalusians were the most
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accomplished liars he has ever encountered (Taussig 1999) but contends that the
conditions of Franco's dictatorship legitimised their internalised art of lying. Behind the
lie is the 'public secret'. Pitt-Rivers represented his subjects anonymously, used
pseudonyms, and never published an intended volume on religion and anarchism in the
village in Andalusia where he worked (Pitt-Rivers 1971) because to do so might involve
his subjects in disastrous consequences. Thus, as subjects and as researchers, we all
harbour and preserve the public secret: 'what we have here, therefore, is not only the
makings of the theory, of corruption, but one which emphasises the power of fiction in
the make-up of social reality ... reality itself being always honoured "in the breach", a
corruption of itself' (Taussig 1999: 61).

Passage Through Ireland

Taken in 2005 and part of Bunmi' s meagre collection of family photographs, Figure 4.4
shows the room she occupied with her son in the Direct Provision Centre. While
describing the image to me, she focused on his gradual development, his progression
from a newborn baby to a child learning to sit. Interestingly, the image contains other
objects, overlooked in her description but central to a definition of Bunmi's transnational
identity. First I will focus on the child, who is of primary significance to her and then on
the luggage to the left that attracts my gaze, that 'pricks' me - the 'punctum' (Barthes
1981: 43).

Bunmi was already pregnant with Gabriel during her stay in the UK and her mobility and
lack of stability of her life as a transnational businesswoman troubled her. Her stay in the
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UK and encounters with friends had made her aware of the benefits and permanence of
citizenship. Following the advice of her friends, she arrived in Ireland, believing that her
unborn child would have the right to European citizenship and, therefore, material
security. She also thought that she could secure permanent rights of residence and,
consequently, citizenship for herself and her family,16 which would in turn guarantee both
stability and mobility for them all. To facilitate her plans, she masked her motivation as a
need for the protection of the asylum system, whose guidelines did not cover the
particular type of material and personal security she sought. To preserve herself and what
she had in mind, she concealed her true intentions.

Figure 4. 4: This is Gabriel with his walker. It is nice thing right, when you see a baby try to sit
down. You can just imagine that look at this small thing ... by the time I had him and now trying
to sit (interview with Bunmi, 2005).
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Subsequently, she was unable to convince the state that she qualified as an asylum
seeker; her application was refused and a deportation order issued. The luggage that had
made its way from Nigeria to the UK was once again bound for the road, evidence of her
transnationalism and fickle and transient migratory status. To remain in control of her
movements, she relocated her luggage soon after receiving the deportation order. She
wanted to lighten her load, so that she could leave Ireland on her own terms and avoid the
humiliation of deportation. For most of her legal stay in Ireland, Bunmi remained in a
Direct Provision Centre in Dublin, leaving briefly when a chickenpox outbreak was
feared and she was transferred to a self-catering hostel, also in Dublin. While in the city
she took a job as a news vendor, rising early in the morning and distributing a Dublin
tabloid to city workers;l7 a neighbour looked after her baby. When her asylum application
was refused she lodged an appeal, which was also refused. In February 2006 she received
a deportation order. Throughout this period we had been in contact, but when she
received the order Bunmi left the hostel and joined her friend in another part of Ireland.
For a week, her phone worked and I called to fmd out how she was and what she was
going to do. She particularly requested me to assist her in finding accommodation in
Dublin and I promised to investigate. When I tried to get back to her the following week,
however, her phone was out of action and remained so.

In January 2007, one of her neighbours at the Dublin hostel informed me that Buumi had
called one of her friends, who was still resident in there, and informed her that she had
gone back to Nigeria. Throughout my encounter with Bunmi, I had expected a return
either there or to her former transnational life, basing my assumptions on her proftle in
Nigeria, which enabled her to satisfy the requirements for a multiple-entry UK visa, her
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employment history there and the economic capital that allowed her to conduct business
between two continents. These attributes suggested that Bunmi was unlikely to subscribe
to life as an undocumented migrant in Ireland. Her chief priority was to secure her son's
future. During the short period I had remained in contact with her after she left the centre,
she asked me what chances her son had of being granted citizenship and how long the
process would take, should she remain in Ireland illegally. According to Bunmi, she
would have considered remaining there if by doing so she could be certain of obtaining
Irish citizenship for her son. However, she was also constrained by the duration of her
UK visa; if it expired while she was in Ireland, she might be unable to return to the UK or

to renew the visa. Bunmi had to leave Ireland to ensure that she could, at the very least,
get back to her former life.

Bernadette

By the time I met Bernadette in November 2005, she had spent some six months in
Ireland. As a Nigerian asylum seeker, she had been placed in a Direct Provision Centre.
She was thirty-three years old, from south-western Nigeria and she lived with two of her
children, aged four and one respectively. Her eldest son, who was nine years old, had
stayed with his father in Nigeria. Bernadette had a Master's degree in engineering from a
Nigerian university and prior to her arrival in Europe had worked as a civil servant.

Unlike Bunmi, Bernadette developed confidence in my agenda as a researcher a few
weeks after our encounter. I visited her on a number of occasions in the Direct Provision
Centre. As with Bunmi, my visits were confined to the centre's reception area, which was
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noisy and lacked privacy. I therefore recorded photo-elicited interviews with her in my
home. She enjoyed coming to my one-bedroom apartment in the city; though it was
small, it gave her a sense of nostalgia for her more capacious home in Nigeria and a
heightened desire to get her own place in Ireland. This affinity related to her longing for
ownership, privacy and authority, qualities that she associated with home. Each time she
and her two children visited, I made Bernadette and her son southern Nigerian staples
like jolla! rice or pounded yam with egusi soup, a change from the meals in the hostel.
During Our interviews her son played with the electronic equipment that littered my
living room and Bernadette would occasionally stop to breastfeed her infant daughter. It
was mostly in this environment that we discussed her life, though there were also
telephone conversations and short visits to the centre.

Remembering Nigeria

Compared to the family photograph collections of the more settled families involved in
this study, Bernadette's was modest, although much larger than Bunmi's. It exhibited a
striking discontinuity between her life before and after her departure from Nigeria in
2004. While travelling to the UK she lost her luggage, which contained many
photographs documenting her life in Nigeria. She showed me only such two images: a
photograph of her two sons, the elder one holding the younger (figure 4.5) and one of her
elder son alone (figure 4.8). The rest of the pictures documented the birth of her child in
the UK, her interactions with her children and relatives in the UK, her activities and life
in Ireland. It was through the two images depicting her elder son, whom she had left in
Nigeria, that she relived her past there and grieved over the fractures caused by her
departure.
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Figure 4.5 : This is my other so n and Oc. Oh! I feel terrible. I feel terrible. Nowadays, I try not to
look at them, because it makes me feel so awful. You know chi ldren; there are some thin gs that
are done througb tbeir childhood, that stick in there. But, maybe people don't realise it. You have
to pray that it leaves no emotional scar. You know, I have been trying to put myself in his shoes:
that my mom is with my two younger ones and I am apart from her. I try to talk to him over the
phone, and I try to explain to him th at it is not my fault. It is just the way thin gs are now and I am
praying that it becomes rectified. I am tryin g to let him know that it is not as if I prefer his
yo un ger ones to him . Let him not thin k th at maybe I like them better th an him and that's why I
left him alone. So I am just praying and hoping th at it leaves no emotional scar on him. I really
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want to bring him here as fast as possible because I don't want them growing apart. Like OC was
very, very close to him. Just like you can see, OC and Hannah are very close to each other. I want
them all growing up that way. I don't want divisions. I want unity. I am just praying that he can
come as soon as possible (interview with Bernadette, 2006).
Prior to leaving Nigeria, Bernadette had worked m a government engmeenng
maintenance facility located in the north-central region, where she lived with her husband
and two children. She recounted how her life was 'comfortable', albeit 'mundane' and
'uninspiring'. In the morning she went to her underpaid work, where there was little to
do, returning home by 3 p.m. or 4 p.m. According to Bernadette, there was nothing to do
because corrupt administrators always subcontracted her responsibilities to outsiders and
received kickbacks for doing so. While she was at work, a teenage nanny looked after her
younger child while her elder son went to school. When she came back, the nanny would
go to evening school while Bernadette took care of her children. Her husband worked for
the Nigerian customs establishment, usually leaving home between 9 a.m. and 10 a.m.
and returning as early as 4 p.m. or as late as 9 p.m. He made more money than she did
and took care of most of the family's expenses. According to Bernadette, his contribution
towards the day-to-day management of the family was 'supervisory' and chiefly confined
to 'paying the bills'. She said that he exhibited little knowledge of housekeeping. For
e;cample, he regarded 'tying their son's shoelaces', 'waking up at night when their child
cried', and 'attending PTA meetings' in their son's school as 'women's jobs'.

His

'supervisory' jobs at home included the aesthetic exercise of selecting a fitting outfit for
their son for Sunday morning church services, but not the manual practice of 'changing
his shirt'. Bernadette recalled these memories with a sense of humour and found a
justification for her familial interaction in her own parents' conduct when she was
growing up in Nigeria. For instance, her brothers used to play tennis or football while she
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was forbidden to do so. She had to remain with her mother in the kitchen and help with
the domestic work.

Bernadette was reluctant to tell me why she left Nigeria.

Initially, she blamed her

departure on the conditions at her workplace, where she felt that she was wasting her
intellectual capital and receiving a meagre salary. She also attributed her decision to her
intention of providing a better quality of life for her children. In my encounters with her,
she exhibited a peculiar strength of character and smiled all the time, despite her unstable
and unpredictable condition as an asylum seeker. Yet this favade of confidence was often
overridden by an intrinsic vulnerability. Unlike Bunmi, whose reasons for coming to
Ireland - 'the public secret' - were concealed in her repetition of statements consistent
with her asylum application, Bernadette attempted to conceal the underlying reasons private secrets - for her departure from Nigeria with a version of 'the public secret'.
Unlike the 'public secret', the private secret is not collectively known but unspoken; it is
an unspoken and private memory and lived experience. Thus, for Bernadette, presenting
the 'public secret' served as a way to dissuade me from inquiring further about her
private secrets.

I sensed Bernadette's hesitancy in some of her accounts. For instance, I did not
understand why she had left her job and her household to live with her 'very comfortable'
brother-in-law (her sister's husband) while she was pregnant. It was not until later, when
she began to regard me more as a friend than a researcher, that she divulged her internal
family problems. Her husband had started seeing other women in a blatant fashion and at
some point declared that he wanted to be polygamous. Her husband's sisters knew of his
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behaviour and when Bernadette expressed her concerns to them, they insisted that their
brother was entitled to polygamy ifhe so desired. This 'psychological persecution' lasted
for a while. Frustrated and exasperated, Bernadette turned to her parents, but they felt that
infidelity or polygamy were not reasons for her to 'break up her family'.

[n

Bernadette's opinion, this lack of familial validation justified her decision to leave her

home for her sister's, where she also received financial support. She said that she had
considered relocating to a different place in Nigeria, but thought that life would be very
difficult for her there, as single motherhood was 'stigmatised even in the job market'. She
said, however, that her difficulties were mainly 'psychological'. She could not bear the
humiliation of living with the 'stigma' of being a single mother and, possibly, a
'divorcee', nor could she endure being separated from her home while in the same
country. She therefore decided to leave for the UK and to exile herself, with some help
from her brother in-law. If Bunmi's 'exit' was predicated on the failure of the state to
guarantee her social and economic security, Bernadette's departure was caused by the
failure of her own domestic institution. It was her notion of 'stigma', the ignominy
associated with familial dysfunction, that made this memory and lived experience
difficult for her to talk about and render public. She accordingly preferred to mask her
reasons for migration - the 'private secret' - with the 'public secret'.

Life in the UK

It has been argued that migration effects a transformation in gendered identities and

circumstances (Matsouka and Sorenson 1999; Buijs 1993). In Bernadette's case, this
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transformative factor influenced her to opt for exile. She believed that leaving Nigeria
would offer her the distance necessary for anonymity and a space in which she could
redefine herself and her future. She arrived in the UK pregnant with her third child and
went, at their insistence, to live with her sister and brother-in-law. They argued that she

Figure 4.6: That is my brother-in-law taking Hannah on a Sunday when we were going to church.
And that was the funny thing I discovered when we got here. My husband would never have done
this. But I was surprised. When we go to church on Sundays, without being told, he would just
carry the baby. He will carry her into church. Bring her out. He really helped out with her. In fact,
there was a day after I had the baby and I was so tired and I slept off and she was crying and I
didn't know. He actually woke up from his room, came and carried the baby and iook her away
for about two hours. He said when he came into the room and I didn't move, he knew I was really
tired ..I just told my sister that the only reason he can be doing this is because he is Nigerian but
he is British born. So he has been in Britain all his life except for a few times he has been to
Nigeria. Because it is very hard to see a Nigerian man who will do that, you know. I was amazed
to discover that the child hadn't been by my side all this while because I actually had her. He said
she kept screaming and screaming and he came into the room and said, 'What is wrong with this
baby?' He came into the room and saw me sleeping, you know, he called my name a couple of
times and' he knew I was really, really tired (interview with Bernadette, 2006).
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Figure 4.7 : That is the same time I gave birth. It was my brother-in-law that actually took me to
the hos pital the day I gave birth . He hung around until I had ... (interview with Bernadette, 2006).

could not stay on her own while expecting a child and she worked as a customer service
agent until she gave birth. After her daughter was born she stayed with them for another
three months; they then found her a three-bedroom house, which she shared with another
sister, an undergraduate in a UK university . Her sister and brother-in-law helped with the
rent until Bernadette was fit to find work.

[n figure 4 .6, Bernadette pointed out her brother-in-law whose back was to the camera.
He wore a black suit and held Bernadette's daughter in her mobile cot. Considering the
predominantly frontal posturing of subjects in the collections she showed me, a literal
reading of this image might suggest that the child was the main subject in the
photographic frame , thereby diminishing the importance of the figure carrying her, whose

303

face and head we cannot see. The image suggests that this figure was not conscious of the
photographer but that the photographer was consciously observing him; marginalised in
the process of constructing the frame and oblivious to the photographer's sentiments and
intentions, he was yet fundamental to the motivation for documenting that moment. For
Bernadette, the photograph revealed not only the support system that had upheld her and
given her a sense of belonging during and after a period of adversity and childbirth (see
figure 4.7), but also her new awareness of the differences, in terms of gendered notions of
familial responsibilities, between the family she had left and the one that had sheltered
her. She was mesmerised by the fact that her brother-in-law was carrying her baby to
church, something that her own husband would never have done, while she was free to
capture the moment with her camera. She was surprised when he woke at night to pick up
the crying baby who lay beside her exhausted body and expressed his sympathy for and
recognition of her exhaustion. Bernadette spoke of these gestures with a passion that
surpassed her accounts of the financial support she had received. Informed by her own
personal experience, she began to attribute her brother-in-law's behaviour to his being
'British-Nigerian' and contended that 'it is very hard to see a Nigerian man who will do
that' .

These events, combined with the realisation that being a single mother did not prejudice
her status at work or in society, began to shape her view of life in Europe. Bernadette
explained:
I think I actually like Europe you know. If I were in Nigeria, as a single mother
that I am here now, I won't have it as easy as I am having here right now. Life is
very tough as a single mother in Nigeria. Number one, people look down on you.
Sometimes, it is not a single mother's making that she is a single mother.
Sometimes maybe her husband or partner has left her or something you know. But
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people don't want to know. They look down on you, so, an average Nigerian mind
would say: 'Ah! she is a useless woman ... that is why she is like that.' And,
people are not ready to help you. You know? To get a job is difficult because
people think you are fair game because you are single. You know? Ah! 'She must
be a useless person.' You don't get looks like that in Europe. You are free to look
for a job; you are free to do things that you want. Europe also makes ... I think ...
it is making some Nigerian men face up to their responsibilities you know. Like
now I see men, Nigerian men on the road pushing buggies. I see them helping out
their wives and things like that which they wouldn't do in Nigeria (interview with
Bernadette, 2006).
Her perceptions of Europe as being devoid of prejudice towards single mothers and as
offering an 'egalitarian' environment that had changed the gendered landscape in
Nigerian homes conditioned her resolve to remain there. Nonetheless, the support she
received from her siblings and brother-in-law was limited to the time they could spare
from work. Her brother-in-law had a full-time job in finance. One sister ran a
hairdressing salon and the other was an undergraduate who had a part-time job in the
evenings. Bernadette found it difficult to negotiate the undocumented economy, childcare
and her aspirations to advance her career and stabilise her residence in Europe. She
considered that, while it might have been appropriate to rely on her relatives when she
had only one child with her, with a second one it was unreasonable to continue do so. It
was at this juncture that she was advised by some Nigerians in the UK to go to Ireland
and apply for political asylum. They argued that doing so would provide her with a more
stable political status and that the resulting access to social security systems would give
her the chance to develop, be reunited with her eldest son and support her children.
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Short Stay in Ireland

Figure 4.8: This is my first son (interview with Bernadette, 2006).
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In her narrative about figure 4.5, Bernadette referred to the fact her first son was not with
her and her other children. This absence was central to her daily operations in Ireland and
it dominated most of my conversations with her. In placing together the photograph
(figure 4.5) taken in Nigeria before her departure, the more recent one of her elder son
alone (figure 4.8) and the accompanying accounts, I have attempted to create a portrait
that personifies Bernadette, or my view of her as informed by our encounter. I have also
placed these images as a memorial to an issue that consumed her during her stay in
Ireland. The more recent photograph (figure 4.8) was worn, rumpled and tom on the left
side. For me these marks of use constituted the 'punctum' of this image. They embodied
evidence of the numerous times it had been revisited, shown to friends, wept over, placed
under a pillow or pasted on the wall. Its wear and tear symbolised its function as a
memorial and a virtual connection that allowed a family to live together by proxy.
The separation of her two boys tormented Bernadette daily. She expressed guilt over her
decision to leave her first son behind. She could not afford to take both children when she
left, and chose to take the younger one. She continually asked me if I had connections
with people who could help her 'bring' her son, and she saved every cent she could from
what she earned working as a news vendor to be able to pay for him to be reunited with
her 'by any means necessary'. I marvelled at her prudence when she told me that she had
saved over €2000 from ajob that paid her less than €l 75 a week. To enhance her savings
she worked two shifts, one in the morning and one in the evening. She adopted other
sophisticated strategies, like video-conferencing through the Internet every week, so that
she could show her son to his brother and sister while allowing them to talk to each other.
She adopted this virtual mode of mediating familial union pending the time when she
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would have saved enough to reunite them physically. For her, the major problems were
that they were growing apart and that the elder son might feel left behind. Through figure
4.5 Bernadette relived the agony of familial fracture that had structured the nature of her
everyday life in Ireland, as well as pointing to the gravity of the circumstances that had
led to her familial exile.

Despite Bernadette's 'faith in God' and 'hope' that she would be allowed to stay in
Ireland, her application for asylum was refused, under the provisions of the Dublin
Convention, 18 because she had been in the UK prior to her arrival. She was repatriated to
the UK with her two children in June 2006. I spoke to her on the phone while she was on
the ferry with other asylum applicants who were in the same situation. Even in the face of
such adversity, Bernadette remained ebullient, laughing and reassuring me that she would
be fine. She returned to her family and stayed with them for three weeks. She was then
allocated private 'social housing' pending a decision on her application for asylum,
which had been transferred from Ireland to the UK.

Deola

Deola is Yoruba, from the western part of Nigeria and in her mid-twenties. She arrived in
Ireland in 2005 and was accommodated in a Direct Provision Centre in Dublin, where she
was still a resident when this account was written in 2007. Of my three social actors from
the Dublin centre, I had the most prolonged contact with Deola. Her lengthy stay there,
while awaiting a decision on her asylum application, enabled us to form a particularly
close research relationship. It would seem cold to regard this relationship as
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fundamentally research-centred, since Deola thought of me as a friend , someone to talk to
and ask for advice. Our conversations usually derailed into banal topics such as her
weight loss or gossip about hostel residents or families living in Dublin. Her four year-

Figure 4.9 : This is me. (Interview with Deola, 2006)

309

old-daughter called me 'daddy' until she was rebuked by her mother and taught to call
me 'uncle' instead. The symbolism of 'uncle', rather than my name, underscored a
personal connection that transcended the transient researcher/subject relationship we
shared. Even though the greater part of my contact with Deola's family occurred over the
phone, her daughter was so fond of me that she sometimes cried when it was time for me
to leave. Because of this closeness, Deola trusted me sufficiently to be fairly open with
me. There were issues, however, especially with regard to her evolving relationship with
her husband, that she would explicitly refuse to discuss with me. I understood these
borderlines and respected them. There were limits to the privilege of looking at her
family that she had conferred on me.

Compared with Bunmi and Bernadette, Deola had a substantial collection of family
photographs. Some were arranged in photo albums, others sandwiched between the
albums and the rest stacked in photoshop envelopes. Most of them had been taken while
Deola lived in Nigeria and followed her personal history up to the period when she
attended the polytechnic. They were predominantly portraits, like the one in figure 4.9;
some were group photographs with friends and family, others documented symbolic
events such as wedding or childbirth rites, other ceremonies and social occasions. The
portrait photographs had no specific posture or location and conveyed a certain selfregard and admiration, exhibiting occasions that Deola 'must not forget' or when she felt
'good about herself'. It was through these images that she relived her past and present life
during three visits to my house.
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Family background

Figu re 4.10 : This is my daughter, thi s is my father's house in Lagos ... this is my father ... we' re
close but not too close like my mother ... I don't reall y talk to him that much like my mother; like
my mother I talk to [her] like three times in two weeks, but my father maybe when he is beside
my mother when J call (intervi ew with Deola, 2006).
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Figure 4.11 : Now, this is my mother. This is my uncle. This is my graduation day. You see I
wasn't putting on thi s thing [gown] on my graduation day, so, I had to tum to my lacy attire and
everybody was doing merriment , everybody was happy ... (interview with Deola, 2006).

A t our first photo-elicited interview, Deola brought a pile of photographs to discuss with
me. There was a series of images that depicted moments she had shared with her parents
and relatives. In figure 4.10, she pointed out her daughter, her father, and her father ' s
home. The picture celebrated a grandfather' s joy in the company of his granddaughter. I
imagined that the act of documenting this moment highlighted the importance of her
family, their proximity to her and the sacred nature of the occasional presence of Deola
and her daughter.

Another occasion revealed was Deola' s graduation from the polytechnic (figure 4. 11).
W hen commenting on this photograph she identified her uncle and her mother, and it was
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of her mother that she spoke most. It seemed poignant to me that her uncle should have
taken what I felt should have been her father's place at this landmark event in her life. I
felt compelled to inquire about her relationship with her father.

Oeola acknowledged a 'close' relationship with her father but strongly emphasised her
closer relationship with her mother. She accounted for this disproportion by revealing to
me that her father had two wives, 'but nobody knows'. She explained that the other wife
did not live with them but in another state close to Lagos. When she was growing up, her
father did not appear approachable. He was not the 'kind of person you can easily talk to
... we were all afraid of him'. While she was in the higher educational institution, she
summoned the courage to confront· him about her family history and he obligingly
explained it to her. He said he had taken another wife when Deola was young and that the
decision had infuriated her mother. For some time they were estranged, though living in
the same house. At this juncture, Deola identified with her mother's plight and this
consolidated their closeness. Deola's stepmother had five children with her father and
seldom came to their home. When she did, 'she was always in a hurry to leave'. As a
result, Deola 'barely knew' her younger stepsiblings. Her father continues to support and
visits her stepmother in her home near Lagos.

In our encounter with these familial images a sensitive part of Oeola's life and identity
was revealed. She was reluctant to relive the memories behind the images, her experience
of two families that she felt should have been one. She commented on the history the
photographs conveyed only as a result of my questioning about her father's presence
(enjoying a magical moment with his granddaughter) and absence (at his daughter's
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graduation) in the photographs. While responding to these family images, Oeola also
remarked on the agony of those of her contemporaries and friends who had encountered
polygamy and the possibility that she might find herself in similar circumstances, in view
of the existing consensual duality of the family she shared with her husband in Nigeria.

Life in Nigeria

Figure 4 . 12 : This is me and my husband on our wedding day (interview with Deola, 2006).

Oeola ' s life in Nigeria stood in marked contrast to her everyday life in Ireland. The
photographs in figures 4.12 to 4.16 and her associated recollections illustrate the varieties
of familial rites, rituals, occasions, spaces and actors that surrounded her there. The
wedding photographs (figures 4.12 and 4.13) represent the starting point of her family
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album. It was from here that she escorted me through her memories of her extended
family, her life and her husband, who is an estate valuer and developer resident in Abuja,
the administrative capital of Nigeria.

Figure 4.13: This was my engagement day, the day before my main wedding. This is me. These
are my friends on my engagement day. When you're bringing out a bride to see the husband's
family, you must not bring her out without covering her face. You must cover her face, because
they are going to pay dowry, pay money, before they can see your face. If they didn't cover your
face that means many people will see your face without paying (interview with Deola, 2006).

The positioning of the photographs in her family album, placed in order of their
significance and importance, constituted a subjective and notable re-arrangement of the
sequence of events in her life. In this living archival formation, the wedding photographs
came first: 'I am happy here', she told me, 'but 1 am not complete without my husband
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here.' For her the wedding was the moment of completeness and therefore a worthy
beginning for an account and a memorialisation of her life.

Figure 4.14: My daughter' s naming ceremony, my mother-in-law, in my mother-in-Iaw 's house
(interview with Deola, 2006).
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Figure 4.15: This is my house, my apartment, where I stayed in Abuja. I was staying with my
husband in Abuja, but sometimes, because of the nature of his job, we stay in Lagos ... and then
we have another permanen t residence in Nigeria, in Abuja. Sometimes, because of the nature of
hi s j ob, when he is working, maybe he is having a building contract in Lagos, we'll move with
him to Lagos. We'll be spending like four months, three months, then, when he is having another
th ing to do in Abuja, we'll go together. But most times he stays in Abuja (interview with Deola,
2006).

In figure 4.14 Deola began to narrate the events s urrounding the birth of her first child, a
natural transition from her inscribed beginning. In the photograph she can be seen sitting
under the canopy in the first row, looking at her daughter. She is wearing blue lace attire,
with a pink head tie, shoes and handbag. Her mother-in-law sits by her side, holding and
regarding her granddaughter. The women are united in their gaze and affection towards
the child. This event was the naming ceremony for Deola's child, held at her mother-inlaw's home in Lagos and attended mainly by women. Populated by relatives and friends,
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Figure 4.16: This is me in Abuja conference estate and valuers' conference, year 2004. This is
thei r open conference; this is my husband's friends and colleagues. Everybody comes with your
wife; and if it is the woman that is into the estate valuing, you bring your husband , so you'll be
husband and wife that day (interview with Deola, 2006).
th is series of images is indicative of the extent of Deola's familial network across a vast
geographical span. She identified not only the people in the photographs, but also those
absent from them but stili connected to her. This laner group of people included a brother
in- law working as a doctor in England, another in the United States, a sister-in- law in
Lagos, a sister married to someone in Canada, a brother who is a veterinarian in Lagos
an d a sister-in-law who is married to a policeman but lives in her mother-in-Iaw's house.
Deola's life was connected to these individuals at an everyday level in the same way as
she made visual and remembered connections through her family album. For instance,
she moved to the apartment in Lagos when she gave birth to her first child so that she
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could be close to her mother and relatives and have help with her child. Her husband
stayed at her brother-in-Iaw's house whenever he visited England. Her younger sister
even lived with them in their home at Abuja, while Oeola was 'very close' to her
relatives who lived abroad.

The emphasis Oeola laid on the quality of her relationship with her relatives who lived
abroad was in strong contrast to her relationship with her in-laws, who lived much closer
to home and with whom she had dealings much more frequently. In particular, she often
interacted with her mother- and sister-in-law, who in Oeola's accounts represented a
source of instability and conflict. This was not evident in the photographs. It was as if the
very act of photographing familial moments induced a performance of cordiality, as in
her father's photograph with his granddaughter (figure 4.10) and the tender interaction
between her and her mother-in-law (figure 4.14). This is what Hirsch (1998) calls the
'familial gaze', in which the family photographic frame creates an impression of the ideal
family.

Deeper differences emerged from Deola's reflections on the photographs. For example,
in commenting on figure 4.13 Oeola explained that her face had to be covered until the
bride price was paid. This ritual derives from a Yoruba tradition several centuries old,
but it can be argued that in the contemporary context it is no more than an aesthetic
practice; in almost all present-day Yoruba marriages, the bridegroom sees the bride's face
from the time they meet. For me, the notions of covering and invisibility within the
familial context are symbolic. At the point of dowry payment, Oeola's concealed face
was uncovered by the bridegroom, an act that implied that from then on she was visible
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and vocal and would possess some authority. In Deola's conflict with her in-laws, it was
this visibility, vocality and authority that constituted the bone of contention between
them. Her decision to leave Nigeria, 'to be sincere with you', she said, is 'because of my
family, my husband's family problem'. They gave her a 'headache'; in substantial terms,
a headache amounted to the undermining of her authority and visibility in her own home
and the rendering of her, the last wife in the extended family, as a 'servant'. Deola
explained:
I got married to a Yoruba person and from Abeokuta for that matter and you the
wife, you will be the one doing everything: if they kill a cow, you will be the one
to fetch the water [hisses]. You know, the way they treat their own wife ... every
weekend they will now say there is a party in my husband's family, I have to be
there because I am the last wife. Now my husband['sJ younger brother has gotten
married and so I have somebody next to me. Now I am now the senior to the
person, but then in Nigeria I still have to be going (interview with Deola, 2006).

Deola resented these roles and her in-laws' expectations and complained to her husband,
who felt trapped between his commitment to his wife and his complicity in tradition, a
position that served to perpetuate her silence and covering.

There were other difficulties. Deola's sister-in-law would· take it upon herself to 'collect'
money from Deola's husband to acquire ceremonial clothes for her on the pretext that
Deola was still recovering from childbirth, a practice that Deola viciously contested. 'I
am the one supposed to tell my husband I want this and that', she said. 'How did she
know the colour of the thing I wanted? So, I've seen that the lady really wants to
interfere, she wants to be poke-nosing.' The relationship between Deola and her in-laws
deteriorated even further. They accused her of diverting their son's attention away from
them and of 'lavishing their brother's wealth on herself. Her in-laws also observed that
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the gifts they received from their son and brother had diminished since he got married.
Deola elaborated:
Away from people's eyes, rumours! When they see you wearing things they will
tell you is it my brother that bought you this one. They'll confront you, ah! 'You,
your husband is just lavishing money on you.' 'What have you been doing?' ' You
have not been doing anything', you know. Indirectly they'll be joking, they'll be
laughing with you, but me, I don't take it as a joke. Ah! 'You're not working
you're not doing anything ... You're wearing all this, see your chain. It's gold.'
You know! Inside them they are not really happy and you know especially when
you get married to somebody, you get married to a family that, maybe, the ladies
there, they didn't get married to somebody who is very, very okay, and they now
see that their brother's wife is now looking very fine. So, they will, hmnL .. there
is bound to be a problem (interview with Deola, 2006).

In this account in particular, Deola captured the jealousy that she observed in her in-laws.
She felt that they perceived her position in the family as that of a veiled woman who had
to be present but should not be ostentatiously visible. She conveyed the mistrust between
them and her and their subtle innuendos. Throughout her narrative of the 'problems'
between her and her in-laws, Deola absolved her husband of complicity. His intervention
towards peace and the resolution of their differences was '.exit' (Osaghae 2000), the
strategic exiling of his wife by suggesting that she leave the country and settle away from
his family's interference. Her relationship with members of her family living abroad was
cordial and it might be that geographical distance and a limiting of contact might improve
matters between Deola and her 'antagonists'. This idea of strategic separation may seem
preposterous considering that marriage, in a traditional sense, presupposes a single site of
cohabitation. In this family, however, their sense of home had always maintained a
certain duality and mobility, so that Deola's exile amounted to an extension of what
already existed.
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In figure 4.15, Oeola introduced me to her home in the capital, Abuja, about six hundred
miles away from the other home in Lagos. Her husband's work took him to both these
places and when it was convenient she would join him. Oeola stands in the frame,
holding her daughter and posing for the camera. Prominent in the background is an
entertainment console and hanging on the wall are framed photographs of her wedding
and a popular painting of a lion with a photograph of her daughter attached to it. By
positioning herself in this way, Oeola invited a gaze at her status as represented by these
objects, which symbolise trophies relevant to the material environment of Nigeria. How
can the silhouette of a lion in a savannah sunset be read? Is this image an assertion of
power derived from the perceived accomplishment that is materialised in the ownership
of two homes, transnational mobility and even the electronics in the frame? How can this
visible configuration of home be read in relation to taste and social class? Of particular
interest to me is the way this frame establishes the couple's already existing mobility and
their life between two cities in Nigeria, enabled not only by contingency but also by
socioeconomic capital. These are the same enablers that further decentred their home as
they attempted to establish a base in Ireland.

In figure 4.16, Oeola took me outside her home and into her social life, or the public
sphere. She can be seen in the midst of formally dressed men, members of her husband's
professional organisation. The surrounding tables are dressed and set with 'continental"9
dishes, wine glasses and bottled water. In her recollection of the event, Oeola indicated
that other participants came with their spouses. However, what is visible in the frame
suggests a gendered sphere filled with well-dressed men engaged in conversation. Oeola
sits between the men and attends to her daughter, who is focused on an object and is
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tonsciously passive to the camera. It can be argued that Deola's presence, with her
husband and daughter, in this gendered sphere attests to the strength of her nuclear family
relations. This event was part of the repertoire of social activities in which she engaged.
Since her husband usually worked late, returning home between 9 p.m. and to p.m., these
shared moments were reserved for occasions and weekends. The family spent the
weekends together when in the same city, where they frequented popular eating places,
went shopping and visited the newly developed 'millennium' public park, where Deola
enjoyed observing the fountains, trees and gardens. During the rest of the weekend, she
cooked their meals, and they would sit down to eat and talk. 'We like gisting,'20 she said,
noting that they can 'gist out the whole day'.

For a while after her marriage Deola did not work but, as her in-laws complained, she did
live a 'comfortable' life by Nigerian standards. However, her husband wanted her to be
busy and therefore established his own furniture factory in Abuja, supplying the real
estate developments in which he had an interest. This business venture provided a job for
. Deola, who became the facility's manager and worked from to a.m. to 4 p.m. The couple
had a 'driver' or chauffeur who ran their errands, took Deola to work and brought her
home afterwards. Placed in contrast with Deola's situation in Ireland, this level of
economic security challenges the rationality of her decision to trade it for life as an
asylum seeker, exchanging her comfortable existence in mainstream Nigerian society for
a life in the most marginal sections of Irish society.
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Coming to Irela nd

Figure 4.17 : This was when he visited ... em ... he was in the UK. He has an uncle in England, a
medical doctor ... so this is hi s house, his apartment (interview wit h Deola, 2006).

Deola indicated that her husband, having failed to reconcile hi s wife and hi s rel atives,
suggested that they make another home in Europe, a proposal she found appealing. If the
multiplicity of their residences in Nigeria attested to the couple's privileged position, it
made sense that a European addition would be an appealing option . Deola's husband a lso
considered Europe to be a better place to raise and educate his children, although she,
with the benefit of hindsight, was more ambivalent about thi s.
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[n 2005, while Deola was pregnant with her second child, her husband paid for her to
travel to the UK, whence she came to Ireland. She applied for asylum and took up
residence in the Direct Provision Centre as soon as she arrived. She intended to settle
down and find work, but he had no definite plans for joining her permanently; he was a
businessman who was mobile and transnational and would remain so. It was not clear to
me how well they understood the required procedure for settling in Ireland, or who or
what informed their choice of this particular strategy. It did not appear that they
consciously intended to relinquish their status as free citizens or acted with due
cognisance of the prejudices associated with being an asylum seeker in the Irish and, by
and large, the global context 21 It was, in fact, supposed to be a temporary measure, a
means to an end. Deola semed to have learned the intricacies of the asylum process
through her experience of being in it. She also depended on me and on other people for
explanations and put her hope of accomplishing her objectives in 'faith', grasping,
construing and imagining policy developments or rumours as potentially positive signs of
her redemption.

I encountered the photograph in Figure 4.17 in our first interview session, which was held
in my house. She had just flipped over it without comment when I told her that I was
interested in it. She appeared reluctant, and there was a pause in the session during which
I reiterated my processes for ensuring her anonymity. I showed her examples of previous
work, and only after that did she agree to let me have a copy of the photograph. It was a
picture of her husband during one of his frequent visits to Europe. Deola had been with
her husband in the UK before her arrival in Ireland and she understood that it would
undermine her asylum application if this could be established. Even though the image in
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figure 4.17 does not put her presence there in the frame, this image embodied a certain
formality as 'evidence' (Benjamin 1969: 226) of her routes to Ireland; evidence that must
be guarded.

What interested me about the photograph was an incident that happened after our
interview sessions had ended. It occurred in the privacy of my study, where I was
scanning the images on to my computer. When I came upon this image again, it struck
me that on the last day of the interview sessions, when I came to convey Deola to my
home (the venue), she asked if she could bring a 'friend'. I agreed. Her 'friend' was a
middle-aged man who sat with us throughout our conversation. He observed Deola's
daughter call me 'daddy' in his presence and on this occasion her mother rebuked her
more sharply than previously. As I looked at figure 4.17, I felt that I knew the face in the
picture. 'It must be the man who came to my house posing as Deola's friend', I thought
aloud. I looked back at the wedding photographs, which reinforced the visual
resemblance. Later, I asked Deola if the man was her husband and she said, 'No'. She
explained that he had come with her so that other people would not think that she was
having an affair with me.

In answer to my questions, the man who came to my house said that he had a family in
Nigeria, where he was a real estate developer. He had come to Ireland under the
impression that it would take him four to six months to reunite with his family in his new
home. I reflected on what he had told me; this was also Deola's plan, to establish a
European extension to the family home, something she and her husband envisaged as
taking only a few months. If the man in the frame was the man who came to my house, it
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could be argued that the mobility that had characterised their prevlOUS existence

In

Nigeria was being continued and that Deola's presence in Ireland was just an extension of
their dynamic sense of home and family life, where social and familial expediency was
above and beyond rootedness. I also imagined how her husband must have felt when he
observed the distance that had developed between him and his daughter, who must have
left home before she was two and retained only a vague impression of her father. As a
result, any male model in close proximity to her mother sufficed as 'daddy'.

After spending about two years in the Direct Provision Centre, Deola became more
rational about her chance of establishing this European extension of her home. Her
relationship with her husband had become rather ambivalent, but she would not talk to
me about the details. At times, I wondered if the normalising of distance in her
polygamous family had affected the way she perceived it in her own familial relationship.
Her social networks in the inner city of Dublin had assumed dimensions beyond the
routines of the Direct Provision Centre and included going to church, meeting with
researchers, window shopping and taking her children to play in the inner city parks,
where she made acquaintances among other inner city women. Once I walked with her
around Parnell Street and Gardiner Street and she stopped to greet some of them. I noted
how their friendly exchanges seemed to be devoid of sensitivities of race or class.
However, her relationships witli women in her residence were more difficult. Good
friends had been moved elsewhere or were there no more. Others were new and their
imperative temporality discouraged Deola from bonding with them. Most of the longerterm residents appeared disgruntled to her, since they competed for survival and
resources. Deola became involved in further education, which she financed in order to
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have something to show for her stay in Ireland. She knew that her continued stay could
not be guaranteed, but felt that, by obtaining something of substance, 'she would have
passed through Ireland and Ireland passed through her'.

IV

Everyday Life of Nigerian Families in Direct Provision

The lived experience, family histories and intentionality of the Nigerian families in Direct
Provision had differed markedly prior to their arrival in Ireland. As I suggested earlier,
the Direct Provision system homogenises the everyday lives of those who inhabit it. They
are subject to the same imposed structure with its rules and regulations, leading to the
manifestation of similar compliant and subversive practices. Because of this, I prefer to
discuss the everyday lives of the Nigerian family subjects collectively, merging the
family photographs through which their stories are told. Within the frames, the same
environment, people, friends and events are documented.

11 can also be argued that the Nigerian family's everyday life in Direct Provision is
characterised in simple terms by binaries: the rules and regulations on one hand and
familial rites and acts of self-inscription and re-appropriation of space on the other. I will
focus on familial rites and acts of self-inscription. The term 'familial rites' denotes
emergent forms of everyday activity to which Nigerian families in the Direct Provision
Centres are subject and which allow for and are structured by the particular conditions of
their sociopolitical existence. By acts of self-inscription, I mean acts of resistance in
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which these social actors re-appropriate the spaces around them, including their
bedrooms, other parts of the building, the staff, the environment and society. However,
the component parts of these theoretical binaries are not exclusive, but rather are woven
into each other, so that familial rites may be performed in a subversive and self-inscribing
context and, conversely, acts of subversion and self-inscription may be a familial rite.

Familial Rites: Inside

•

Figure 4.18: When [ get up in the morning, [ pray, after praying [ sweep my floor, [ look for a
Hoover and clean my room. After that [ wake my children, she [her daughter] wakes up first
before my son. I'll bath the children, prepare them to go downstairs because we eat at 9 a.m. and
if you miss it, you have missed the breakfast. Immediately [ finish, [ get them ready and then we
move downstairs. After we finish eating, I go up. 12 a.m., again [ come down stairs to lunch.
Then'5.30 p.m in the evening, we come back to eat dinner. Most times, between II a.m. to 12
a.m. and between I p.m. to 4 p.m., [ might be down stairs if I am not tired, with my friends, but
sometimes I will be in my room watching TV, or teaching her ABeD, playing with her toys or
together singing. Sometimes if [ want to sleep, I make sure [ sleep between 3 p.m. and 4 p.m., so
by 5 p.m. I will be awake, to go together downstairs for food (interview with Deola, 2006).
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In Figure 4.18, Deola photographed herself in the middle of the frame. She stands inside
the reception hall that also doubles as a dining-room in the Direct Provision Centre in
Dublin where she lived. In her hand is the key to the room she shared with her two
children. A water cooler that served all the residents stands on a table in the far right of
the picture. On the wall hangs a picture frame that mirrors a frame on the opposite wall.
On the other side of the wall are different forms of aesthetic appendages, or signs
showing the rules and regulations discussed previously. While only one is clearly visible
in the photo, four white circular eating tables take up most of the space in this room.

Oeola's stands as she did in her house in Abuja (figure 4.(5), when she framed hersel f
with wedding pictures and material possessions in the background. She reassumes the
pose, but this time against a background suggestive of life in a public enclosure managed
and enforced by mandatory rules and regulations. I wondered what the memorialisation
of this particular frame signified. Looking through her photographs, many of which show
Deola standing in various poses, I concluded that figure 4.18, like the others, depicts her
celebration of herself, specifically her transition and her underlying expectation that she
would achieve the imagined life that awaited her on the outside. Thus, the photograph
speaks more of the future than of Deola's present, which she saw as temporary.

Deola's present personified the life of the majority of the residents in the Direct Provision
Centre. To illustrate, consider the numerous references to time in the narrative
accompanying figure 4.18. In their accounts of their lives prior to their stay in Direct
Provision, both she and Bernadette alluded to time in connection with work, leisure, and
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social and family functions, but in the Direct Provision Centre time meant only one thing:
time to eat. Residents structured all their activities around preparing and eating meals. If
they missed a meal, there was usually no provision for eating outside the specified times.
Mealtimes were geared to work schedules rather than to family convenience. For
instance, dinner was served at 5 p.m., so that the centre's employees did not work late;
this left a gap of fifteen hours until breakfast the following morning. A kettle, teabags and
milk were provided in the public dining area until to p.m.

The act of 'being fed' represents another aspect of the collective transformation
documented by Deola's photograph (figure 4.18). Residents perceived this as 'violating'
their 'personal dignity', disempowering, diminishing and most importantly de legitim ising
their roles as 'parents' and 'providers' for their families. Olu, one of the other residents I
encountered during my fieldwork in the Dublin centre, remarked:
But you see in the reception centre, one thing I don't like about it is, children
seeing the parents queue to get food. What type of impression are they giving out
to the children? The child seeing his or her mother or father, holding plates as if
they are beggars! You see we haven't come from that type of thing in Nigeria.
When you see people holding a plate begging for food, we normally see them as
beggars (interview with Olu, 2005).
Here Olu highlights what was an important concern for most of the families with whom I
came in contact: their perceived collective position as 'beggars'. The rule that forbade
residents of Direct Provision Centres to make their own food was a violation of their
culturally inherent practice of self-provision and one of the most crucial issues for them,
on a par with the government's policy of not permitting asylum seekers to work and earn
their own living. It was because of this that Bunmi wanted to remain in the self-catering
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hostel to which she was transferred during a chicken pox outbreak. In the hostel, she was
allowed to cook for herself.

Allied to the condition of 'being fed', the type of food served was a bone of contention.
No direct government policy accommodated the implications of presenting a
homogenised menu to groups of people whose cultural diversity was reflected in their
culinary needs. In March 2007, a South African woman died of starvation in a Galway
hostel after complaining of her inability to eat the food served in the Direct Provision
Centre where she lived. 22 Though isolated, incidents such as this brought the debate about
conditions in the centres into the public arena. Some centre managers acted to
accommodate, as far as was economically viable, the culinary needs of the residents in
their facilities. In the Dublin hostel I observed a West African dish of rice and plantain
being served to residents for lunch. In a hostel in Dundalk, eastern European people,
mainly from the Ukraine, Moldova, Belarus, Romania and Bulgaria, prepared their staple
dishes, as did Africans from Nigeria, Congo and Angola. Intermittently, an Irish menu
was served, while cereals, bread, butter and jam were consistently available for breakfast.
Some centres gave funds to residents who volunteered to purchase ingredients and
prepare meals until the centre's management could identify a pattern of consumption and
establish a network of suppliers. This arrangement did not function without logistical
problems and individual differences, but it provided positive responsibilities for residents
who would otherwise have been idle and created a more harmonious relationship between
them and the managers. It also implicitly enabled a diverse group of people to appreciate
their contrasting cultural references and to respect such differences by acknowledging an
individual group's culinary preferences. This particular hostel continued such adaptive
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strategies until it was closed in 2006 because of a reduction in asylum applications. The
overarching policy of the Refugee Integration Agency (RIA) never acknowledged the
need to adopt a strategy that would accommodate a culturally conditioned need for
choice. It can therefore be argued that the agency was aware that its policies
disempowered asylum seekers by denying them the benefit of choice, which was in itself
a 'disincentive' to enter the Irish asylum system.

III the midst of the regimentation around food, the families engaged in other daily chores,
such as tidying their private spaces. They spent the day taking care of their children,
teaching them how to read, for instance, as Deola's narrative demonstrates. They watched
television or just listened and looked out of their windows at the street where traffic and
pedestrians passed them by. Life in Direct Provision was 'boring' and very simple; but
for these families, the simplicity of routinised and regimented life was the bane of its
complexity. Between feeding times, residents ventured outside, exploring and utilising
the city as far as their limited socioeconomic resources would allow.

Familial Rites: Outside

In figure 4.19, Deola can be seen in the middle of the frame pushing a pram in Dublin
ci ty centre. Her daughter sits in the front seat while her newborn son, who is not visible
in the frame, sits in the second compartment of the 'double bllggy'. In figure 4.20,
Bernadette stops to frame her children inside the ILAC centre, a large shopping arcade on
the north side of the city centre. The images are among a number of similar ones found in
social actors' photo albums and were framed for the purpose of sending the pictures
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Figure 4.19: Here, I just put [them] to bed. So my baby is in the nest, in the double buggy. This is
the double buggy. This way I'm holding both of them. It was the week after I had just put to bed
[gave birth] so I decided to come to the city centre to view what is happening and to come as
somebody who is not pregnant again ... I do window-shopping, seeing tbe new things (interview
with Deola, 2005).

'back home' to their family and friends as documentation of their lives in Europe. Often
wllat is highlighted, consumed and idealised are the references to western wealth,
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I
I

I
consumption, popular culture, images of social order and opportunities. Meanwhile, the
everyday contexts in which these images are situated remain opaque. Because these
social actors intended to frame and transmit a fantasy, I have restricted my own
interventions towards defacement and the concealment of the photograph only to their
faces in these particular images, in order to promote an unaltered gaze upon the vision of
the outside to which they aspire . The subtexl, however, begs interrogation.

Figure 4.20: This is the (LAC centre, this is Hanah, she was crying here (interview with
Bernadette, 2006) .
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figure 4.21: This is my son. We snapped this in the general post office. You know seeing this
thing, it is really a nice decoration and I hope that when he gets older, he will like it. At least, it is
his first Christmas. At least, I am just trying to make him happy. I am trying to make myself
happy too. Even though am not with my family. He is the only one here with me. Just trying to do
things. Like in the hostel we don't have anything doing except eating. It is like normal routine
(interview with Bunmi, 2005).
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This is the Father Christmas stand in front of the GPO [general post office]. This is the night we
were coming back from church. I just decided to snap OC there (interview with Bernadette,
2006).
Mm! I want to send it home, but why I snapped [the picture] there was that I want my daughter to
snap with this [grotto], because I don't have the privilege to go to Santa ... , to take her to Santa
Claus, okay, live. I took her to post office [and] it was a few days away from Christmas
(interview with Deola, 2006).
In her narratives around the photograph of her family (figure 4.19), Deola, like the other
social actors, referred to the post office, which happened to be a block way from her
residential location in the picture. She went there on the day that this image was taken.
All subjects of Direct Provision made this trip to the post office on Thursdays, when they
queued to obtain their small stipend of€19.1O a week per adult and €9.60 per child from
the state. For my social actors, this was a humiliating exercise that exacerbated their
feelings about 'being fed' and 'alienation'. They verbalised a self-consciousness about
queuing to receive 'peanuts' that were insufficient for their needs, such as 'baby food',
'toiletries', 'transport' and 'entertainment'. A civic sphere that facilitates forms of social,
cultural and economic encounters, the post office transmogrified for residents into an
apparatus for administering state control.

Interestingly, the residents found, in the post office's civic dimension, an opportunity to
enact specific familial rites outside their accommodation. In the family albums of the
three residents who participated in this study, I came across photographs that were taken
around the same Christmas installation there. These pictures could easily have belonged
to one family album or photograph, depicting a collective longing to and strategy for
taking part in the Christmas celebrations. This was the motivation behind my montage of
three different photographs from three different families (figure 4.21), a collective image
suggestive of the intersection and homogenisation of disparate family lives discussed
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previously. What would, in other circumstances, have been a robust celebratory period,
filled with family, friends and relatives, was taken into the civic sphere of the post office,
where their interaction with the grotto attests to my social actors' new mode of familial
togetherness. Lacking the resources to take their children to visit 'Santa', they made them
happy by re-appropriating the post office's Christmas installation and substituting it for
their usual pilgrimage.

As the vehicle that administered their meagre financial provision, the post office also
served as a junction and a point of reference to other parts of the city, such as the
shopping malls, civic spaces and churches. The residents spent most of their stipend on
the day that they received it, going from the post office to shops, such as Argos, Tesco
and Mothercare to purchase things for their 'children' and to 'look at things'. Deola's
reference to 'looking at things' and the photographic documentation of frequent visits to
shopping arcades provided a visual window into their emergent cultural perfonnance of
'window-shopping'. Many of the families testified to their participation in this activity,
strolling through the city, looking at wares and displays in shops but generally unable to
partake in the associated act of consumption. 'Window-shopping' thus became a cultural
nonn, emanating from boredom and a need to seek alternative forms of sociocultural
reproduction. Allied to living in the city, where they were inundated with images of
consumption, the limited economic means of these families produced the culture of
'looking at things' through glass walls and the camera lens. Unable to participate
actively, their family photographs act as an imaginary realisation of their fantasised life.
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Life outside the Direct Provision Centre assumed other dimensions too. Having a very
limited social and economic calendar, together with the desire to establish connections
and roots in Irish society, the residents took up a range of civic roles. I have observed
them taking part in voluntary organisations such as the Women's Centre in Dublin and
attending meetings connected to migrants' rights. They have also taken part in research
and community projects. They viewed these various activities as a way to inscribe their
interest in Ireland, establish roots and integrate into Irish society. The men visited dance
clubs and bars as a means of socialising, while the majority of the women, none of whom
ever mentioned visiting a bar or nightclub, went to mainly Pentecostal church meetings.
Apart from other chores such as keeping medical appointments, the women took their
children to nearby inner city public parks, where they played under their supervision. As
previously mentioned, they also made the acquaintance of other inner city mothers who
brought their children to the parks.

Acts of Self-inscription: Claiming the Space

Deola described her daughter's birthday, which was held in the dining area of the Direct
Provision Centre in Dublin (figure 4.22). In my own aesthetic and formalistic
intervention, I took an image of the birthday cake from another picture and superimposed
it on the photograph in view. While listening to Deola talk about the event and the gifts
contributed, I perceived an impassioned sense of belonging, community and fulfilment
that these acts of generosity symbolised for her. Therefore, in choosing one image to
represent Deola's experience, I felt compelled to select symbolic trophies pictured in
other photographs and assemble them in one frame. I compressed and reconstituted
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fragments of these pictures into a montage as a means of responding to their material and
symbolic significance in the social actors' lives. In other words, I created an optical
illusion of reality. As well as dealing with masking and concealment, the visual practice
in this study is also about revealing a way of being in which masking what is in the frame
signifies forms which may not possess tactile and visible properties. Altematively,
placing that which is not there against traditional theoretical notions of the photograph as
evidence (Benjamin 1969; Barthes 1981) leads to the imposed object becoming a means
or a point of access to a diverse understanding of lived experience.

In the photograph (figure 4.22), tables and chairs that typically cram the room have been
cleared, giving way to a circular arrangement of chairs that makes the birthday girl the
focal point. A music player belonging to one of the residents sits on top of the table in the
background. Both Deola's narrative and the visual formalistic elements of the photograph
serve as a metaphor for the residents' reclamation and re-appropriation, even if only
temporarily, of their space of social exclusion;23 the symbolic act of rearrangement
transforms the room from a space of regulation, regimentation, marginalisation, exclusion
and control into one of festivity and celebration. Interestingly, it was the agent who
controlled life in the centre who facilitated this transformation. The whole episode
underlines the residents' determination to reinvent their circumstances.

This kind of spatial intervention can also be seen in the photogaph of Bernadette's room,
in which the computer she used when studying for her professional exams in accountancy
can be seen (figure 4.26). She hoped that the qualification would enable her to work from
home, so that she could earn an income while being there with her children. This was the
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Figure 4.22: I told my manager that [ wanted to celebrate my daughter's birthday, so she gave me
the go ahead, gave us rice, and allowed some people to enter the kitchen to cook. [ bought the
things for the children and for the adults, and a friend brought the snacks. She did snacks for me
and that is how we just celebrated my daughter's birthday. Even Margaret, the manager, bought
popcorn. She did it and bought this cake, the wrapped one, for me to give to the children, and she
also gave me the drinks for the children. This lady, she's a very nice person, in fact, [ really love
her, she was transferred last three months when she put to bed, she's a very nice person, who
really helped to take care of my daughter while [ was pregnant. Sometimes she will tell me to go
and rest and she will take care of my children very well (interview with Deola, 2006).
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room allocated to her while she waited for a decision on her asylum application . .she
transformed her room into an office, or a study of sorts, where she sought for ways to
situate herself in the society she wished to enter. Deola also personalised her space and
introduced material elements, such as a video player on which she watched Nigerian
movies when she was bored. Photographs of her family adorned the walls and gave the
space an individualised form and a private inscription of ownership.

These spaces in the Direct Provision Centre are fluid as to use and function because the
inhabitants make them so. For instance, consider the bedrooms; residents are not allowed
to invite visitors into them, but they can serve as a playground for children (there is no
such facility in the centre). Rooms can be transformed into lounges, where fellow
residents do their hair, watch movies or just commiserate with one another. While used
primarily for meals, the common room downstairs can become a party room, a children's
playground, a prayer room, an interview room, a hairdressing salon or a place for meeting
and forging new relationships. The lines between private and public spaces are blurred
throughout the centre, as residents try to adapt the space to their needs. Their inventive
interventions are not limited to the reconstitution of space but happen also at social,
economic and cultural levels.

Community
The referents in these images (figures 4.22; 4.23; 4.24) and their associated narratives
reveal forms of communal solidarity and liaisons that emerge in part because of the close
living quarters of the residents, their collective identity as Nigerians or Yorubas and their
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shared circumstances as subjects of Direct Provision. As is evident from Deola's
description of her experience

In

figure 4.22, the community may also include other

actors, such as the centre manager who set aside her official role as an agent of state
control, providing Deola's daughter with a birthday cake, offering a room for the party
and participating in the event.

Figure 4.23: So, my friend, she's into bead making, you know her, the lady you met when you
came. This is Mosney, in the hostel. We talk about our leaving ... you know she was a banker
while she was in Nigeria, and I think this one read philosophy or whatever. You know her very
well. So, we're all talking about what we're going through in Ireland. All of us ... our husband is
not there. We've all gone through the same thing. So, we're just gisting about what is happening
to them, what is happening to our houses, the children, and everything. We're just thinking about
social things, good things, and how we're going to make it in Ireland, how things are going to be
okay: I mean, what is the government going to do to us? As we are now, we don't have any home,
but we hope things will be okay (interview with Deola, 2006).
If you invite people to your room, they come. Otherwise, it is going to be boring by the time you
start thinking about everything, about your whole life (interview with Bunmi, 2005).
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In figure 4.22, Deola pointed to a woman whose face is cut off in the picture; this woman
assisted her during her pregnancy, a role usually performed by family members. These
interdependencies ran parallel to the commercialised system of internal childcare, which
also constitutes a form of communal support. The residents spent time together, their
children played together and some attended the same churches. However, these alliances
were often temporary, in part because of the structural temporality of the residents'
position. Today's good friend could be gone tomorrow, deported or 'missing', the
residents' term for families who have absconded from the centres to avoid deportation.
Deola told me that she had stopped forming close bonds with people, because she did not
know where they would be from one day to the next. The temporary nature of their
alliances is also predicated on the fact that their shared circumstances did not mean that
they were inherently compatible. Some friendships collapsed, resulting in the formation
of groups that were at times very antagonistic towards each other. As Deola
demonstrated:
The kind of people, my friends in the hostel, they are just friends. Let me put it
this way: they are friends They are short-term friends we met in the hostel and it's
nice staying in the hostel and it might end in the hostel after people might have
been given their papers or whatever. We will go our different ways, while for
some people the relationship can still continue (interview with Deola, 2006).
In my further encounters with Deola in 2007, her friendships with some of her 'shortterm friends' had deteriorated to the point that some of the support they offered each
other no longer existed. Instead, jealousy and mutual suspicion permeated their
interaction. Even shared nationality and ethnicity did not guarantee harmonious
relationships. In my experience of the Direct Provision Centre, the proximity that united
residents was also responsible in many ways for the conflict between them. Differences
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arose from varying cultural perspectives, social class and competition for better resources
and opportunities, all of which might have been easier to manage if the residents had had
autonomous spaces. This hostility was further accentuated by the lack of formal activities
such as work and the state of limbo in which the residents found themselves.

Child Care

Figure 4.24: I was making my hair here, so the children were just playing and making noise.
When I saw the way they were talking and playing and laughing with their toys - some are
playing, some are laughing, some are crying - that's why we decided to snap them. But, this lady
is no more around, she left with her daughter. They gave her deportation letter so she left
(interview with Deola, 2006).
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Figure 4.25: I was very fortunate to come across the Saturday market where you can buy toys that
are still very good for as Iinle as 3 and 5 euros. I go there once in a while, and I pick for them .
Like the other day, I bought a train set. You know, these train sets that you put on the floor for
ch ildren. You know it was just only a euro that I bought it. They are used toys, but mostly in very
good condition (interview with Bernadette, 2005).

Delighted with the sight of their children's activities, Deola and her friends decided to
freeze the moment in a family photograph (figure 4.24). The room appears small; there is
hardly room for the children to play. Oblivious of their cramped conditions and their
parents' discussion of their plight, they played with their toys and took advantage of
whatever space there was. Both the use of the space and the toys

tn
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improvisations. The establishment provided neither a playground nor playthings for the
children's use. Other than the weekly stipends, state provision for the children is limited
mainly to healthcare and food. The management of the centre distributes baby food to the
mothers weekly, but my social actors complained that there was not usually enough, so
that they had to purchase additional rations. Conditions were usually indefinite until a
decision had been reached on a resident ' s asylum application. When I wrote this chapter
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in 2007, Deola had lived with her children in the centre for some two years; it is not
uncommon to hear of families who have lived in this kind of accommodation for much
longer. Children, like their parents, witnessed the passage through the centre of several
dozen families, bonding with other children and watching them and their parents depart
as deportees, absconders or legal settlers in Irish society. Children who had been in the
centre for long periods developed no tangible sense of continuity with their peers.

The parents found ways to compensate for what their children lacked. There is visible
evidence of this in Deola's photograph (figure 4.24): the room filled with toys, the
children's clothes, the food and feeding apparatus, the improvised playground in the
room of one of the mothers and the mothers' cost-saving strategies, such as doing their
own hair. Bernadette explained to me how she shopped for used toys and in Dundalk the
majority of families in Direct Provision went to charity stores such as St Vincent de Paul,
Oxfam and Barnados. Residents usually passed on information about where to find cheap
toys and other products to newcomers to the centre.

Even though used items were available at low prices, the families were largely unable to
afford them on their weekly stipend and resorted to doing undocumented work to
supplement their incomes, including Deola, who for most of her stay in Ireland received
an allowance from her husband in Nigeria. This situation led to the emergence of a small
economy of childminding that thrived on the absence of mothers who worked outside the
centre. While childcare in the regular economy might cost up to €200 a week per child,
the same service could be obtained for €30 a week in the hostels or be a reciprocal
arrangement between one resident and another. However, as with friendships formed in
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the Direct Provision Centre, these systems were also destabilised. Mothers found it
difficult to leave their children with a new resident whom they barely knew and it took
time to develop the connections that would create the necessary confidence. This was the
case for Deola, who searched for cheap and stable childcare in the regular market in early
2007. She claimed that the residents she had known for a long time would not offer their
services, claiming that they were too busy. She suspected that they envied her and felt
that by helping her they would gi ve her time to 'improve herself' by pursuing further
education and working at night, so making her potentially more prosperous than they
were.

Work

Bernadette, who also subscribed to the economy of childminding in the Direct Provision
Centre, had two reasons for engaging in menial work: to be able to finance a reunion with
her son and to fund her own training as an accountant. I was drawn to the computer in the
background in figure 4.26 and it was from here that our discussion of Bernadette's work
started. She recounted how she bought the computer for her studies and to facilitate a
career change that would make her both economically viable and able to 'be there' for
her children (the two playing on the bed in the photograph). She had saved her earnings
as a news vendor for three weeks in order to purchase a used model. She described her
work schedule, which demonstrated how central her children were to the organisation of
her time. In our encounter with these photographs and, in fact, in all my encounters with
her, Bernadette underscored her resolve to unite, provide for and be present with her
children as a single mother. The illegal work she had undertaken was evidence of her
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resolution and determination. Weighed against the reality of her ambitions, the fact that
asylum seekers were forbidden to find paid employment in Ireland was of minor
consequence.

Figure 4.26: I leave at 6 a.m. every morning. I go out and basically by 10 a.m. back in the hostel.
I have been fortunate to have a friend of mine who watches over them while am gone. You know
since they are children, most times you will be surprised that sometimes when I come back, they
are still sleeping. Before I go in the mornings, especially the baby, I feed her very well and then I
drop a bottle for her as well. Sometimes, ifshe opens her eyes at maybe 7 to 8 a.m., she gives her
a bottle and she goes back to sleep. Maybe sometimes it is about 9 to 9.30, they are awake,
playing, and I come back . At times, it depends on how fast I am; sometimes I come back as early
as 9 a.m., you know. So most of the times when I come back like that, she would still be sleeping.
It is just basically Hanah that has woken up and she would be playing, you know. She is very
independent and that is what I like about her. She is not like other babies that if they don't see
you, they cry. In fact , some times I come back; and she hardly bothers to look at me. She just
keeps playing as if I am not there (interview with Bernadette, 2006).

All the residents with whom I came in contact during my fieldwork were engaged in or
planned to get some form of menial work although it was illegal. Indeed, the pressures
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involved in looking after their families, funding further education, saving for family
reunions and escaping the boredom of inactivity made it imperative for them both to
work and to supplement their income. They usually appeared ashamed and embarrassed
when they described the type of work they did, perhaps because of the contrast between
their previous employment and social status in Nigeria and their situation in Ireland.
Their work usually involved the distribution of tabloid or other newspapers, cleaning and
looking after children. At one time, male members of families and women without
children who had connections with the existing Nigerian community or had lived in other
parts of Europe came equipped with improvised documents that allowed them to work in
factories, hotels and shopping malls. Anecdotal evidence suggests that more stringent
restrictions have made this means of finding employment increasingly difficult. None of
the people I met in the Dublin Direct Provision Centre had either access to such
documents or a regular job. In their type of employment they worked for three to four
hours very early in the morning or in the evening, as Bernadette described in figure 4.26.
Deola had a cleaning job and worked late at night, an arrangement that allowed her to
continue with her education and care for her children during the day. The residents
earned between E80 and E21 0 a week. People with the right documents in similar menial
employment could earn between €250 and €400 a week, but asylum seekers were made
to accept a fraction of that amount because their incomes were not taxable. The Direct
Provision economy is arguably reflective of the resistance of asylum seekers to their
conditions of exclusion.
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'Faith in God'

Figure 4.27: This is me and my child. We snapped this in th e church . We were invited to a
chu rch, my friend's church, because I believe in God. He is the only one that can solve my
problems. No human being can solve it. So I have to serve him. So I believe in his word too and
his word is Bible, which I always hold and open every day and read. And I pray to him when I am
in problem and he will solve my problem (interview with Bernadette, 2006).
The concept of ' faith' was a constantly recurring theme in my encounters with the
Nigerian family residents in the Direct Provision Centre. Even when their asylum
applications had been refused, 'faith in God' remained their main expression of optimism
and was perceived as the most reliable guarantee of redemption. Pentecostalism was their
point of reference and was commonly practiced among the centre's predominantly
Christian residents. On average, they attended church three times a week, on Wednesday,
friday and Sunday.
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The pastors and followers of some of Dublin's Pentecostal denominations visited the
residents in the centre, where they conducted prayer sessions in the reception area. This
support system did not remove the everyday realities of the residents' lives, but it did
provide them with a source of hope, an imaginary realm to which they could cling and
which strengthened the stability of their day-to-day existence. Having lived in the hostel
for some two years, with her longed-for home on the outside a remote dream, Deola grew
disillusioned; many of her friends had been deported or had gone 'missing' and she was
envious of the lucky few who had been accepted into Irish society. She found some hope
of redemption in her Pentecostal beliefs. I tried to get her to talk about what practical
options she would have if she received a deportation order. She was reluctant to respond,
saying persistently, 'I know God will not let that happen to me.' Other social actors gave
similar responses, which made me feel as if by questioning them about their
arrangements I was violating their beliefs. Faith for them constituted an inviolable system
of support, a way of redefining their circumstances so as to make them bearable.

Other Forms of Survival

There were several other ways in which Bunmi, Bernadette, Deola and other residents of
the Direct Provision Centre adapted to their environment. During my trip to Ireland in
2007 Deola, the only one of my three social actors still in the system at the time, told me
how, in response to their nostalgia for their own cuisine, residents had started cooking
Nigerian soups such as okoro as well as rice dishes. They used the microwave usually left
in the common area. I marvelled at such improvisation and the risk it entailed, both for
them and for the safety of the building. The management had to replace five microwave

352

ovens in three months because of malfunctions resulting from their inappropriate use and
eventually refused to continue doing so. The residents then pooled their money and
bought a rice cooker, which proved more resilient than the microwave and better suited to
the inventive use to which it was put. The cooker was used for the complex processes of
frying, simmering, boiling and cooking required to prepare the Nigerian meals they
preferred.

The very act of being in a Direct Provision Centre constituted change for the residents,
refashioning their lives, activities, beliefs and formations of community. The
manifestations of such transformed status, location and context can be read through their
interactions with the material. In my conclusion, I reflect on the issues raised in this study
of Nigerian families in Ireland and revisit the materiality of the domestic family archive,
explaining the way in which I draw on it in addition to other research experiences to
construct alternative narratives through multi-mediated art installations.
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I was not shown her asylum application, but I know that specific patterns of narrative existed,

changing with the current perception of the reasons that governed the granting or refusal of
asylum applications. I have met people who had persuasive reasons for making an application but
altered their story so that it would be in line with that of some people who had been granted
asylum or to make it accord with what they were advised would be acceptable to the Justice
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Department. I even encountered a lawyer who assessed the believability of individual clients'
statements and listed advice on asylum applications among his serv ices.
15

Fo r a view of the legal provisio ns and regulations relating to applications for asylum in

Ireland, see the Iri sh Refugee Council website, available at: http://www.irishrefugeecouncil.ie/;
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Several thousand Nigerian families were granted the right to live in Ireland based on the Irish

citizenship of their children. This practice was suspended as a result of a Supreme Court deci sion
in February 2003. At issue was a case between two immigrant families and the state. The decision
was officially sealed by the referendum on citizenship in 2004. Michael McDowell, th en Minister
of Justice, sus pended all pending applications and threatened to deport applicants who were
. failed asylum seekers ' . An amnesty was granted by the Justice Department in December 2004 to
parents whose children were born in Irel and before I January I 2005, probably because of the
difficulties invo lved in deporting thousands of immigrant parents and their children and the
possible future conseq uences for the state.
17

While it is ill egal for asylum seekers to work in Ireland , a number of them have found work as

vendors for specific tabloid newspapers. They can be seen at several points in the Dublin traffi c.
They can earn more than E2 10 a week, but most are paid less because thcy lack proper
documentation. Anecdotal evidence suggests that in 2006 the police arrcsted some undocumented

immi grants among the news vendors, although this had not been the practice in previous years.
18

Th e Dublin Convention is a European Union (EU) law aimed at clarifying which member state

is responsible for any particular asylum seeker. One of its principal aims is to prevent an
appli cant from submitting applications in a number of member states. Generally, an asylum
seeker is required to apply in the member state he or she first entered.
19

'Continental ' is a tenn commonl y used to refer to dishes usually but not exclusively of a

European background. They are served in large hotels or restaurants and in some cases can be
hybrid and approximate versions of westem recipes.
20

"Gist ' in a popular Nigerian context means narrative conversations and storytelling.

21

Terms such as 'Boat People', used to describe immigrants arriving on Australian and Spanish

shores, underscore suc h prejudices.

"•• See, Irish

Times (2007) for more on thi s issue.

Social exclusion commonly implies an exclusionary process based on prejudice on the
grou nds of race, ge nder, scxuality, ethni city or class which has the potential to nonnalise and
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legitimise other exclusionary but possibly inconspicuous tendencies (Sibley 1995). The Direct
Provision Centre can be viewed as one such inconspicuous and legitimised site of social
exclusion, where the excluded cut across the common categories.
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Conclusion

Transnationalism and Transformation

The ethnographically informed accounts presented throughout this thesis illustrate
encounters between the local and the transnational. Such interaction relates to the broader
notion of 'exit' (Osaghae 2000) within the context of Nigerian civil society and politics.
Related acts of 'exit' such as 'exile', primal to the presence of Nigerian families in
Ireland, involve contact with newness, manifesting socially, culturally and politically in
the transnational locations where such encounters take place. The lives and practices of
the Nigerian family subjects in this study illustrate the transformations that are possible
as a result of multidimensional intercourse between the local and the transnational; such
is the transfiguring power of transnationalism, inextricably aligned to the dominant
concept of globalisation.

In general terms, globalisation can refer to the global mobility of cultural, economic and
political capital, involving labour, people, ideas and information. It has, however, been
theorised in several other ways. Sceptical deconstructive readings have articulated
notions such as 'Americanisation' (Barber 1996, Antonio and Bonanno 2000) and
'westernisation' (Giddens 2003), as well as interpretations such as 'homogenisation',
'universalisation' and deterritorialisation (Tomlinson 1991, 1997, 1999a; Robertson
1992, 1995). Summing up the 'unitarian' conceptualisation of globalisation, which
assumes western domination and the subsequent homogenisation of global cultures,
Tomlinson writes:
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[tlhe globalised culture that is currently emerging is not a global culture in any
utopian sense. It is not a culture that has arisen out of the mutual experience and
needs of all humanity. It does not draw equally on the world's diverse cultural
traditions. It is neither inclusive, balanced, nor, in the best sense, synthesising.
Rather, globalised culture is the installation, worldwide, of one particular culture
born out of one particular, privileged historical experience. It is in short, simply
the global expression of Western culture (l999b: 23).
Implicit in such a conceptualisation of globalisation is the idea of hegemony, of the
disproportion between the powers of the various actors and agents involved. While
considering western domination of culture, capital and technology in the global
exchange, Tomlinson articulates a globalisation that is premised on 'interconnections',
enabled by the 'proximity' of nations and cultures consequent on new information and
transport technologies. The idea of 'interconnection' or 'deterritorialisation' suggests the
transformation of the local contexts where such interactions take place, eliminating in the
process their particularities.

Whi Ie the notions of disproportion and hegemony evident in such discourses of
globalisation are arguably real, there also exists the individual agency of various actors
on both sides of the established dichotomies and polarities. Bayart (2005) takes the notion
of interconnection further, arguing that globalised contact and interaction does not erase
the particularities of local contexts but rather that local contexts appropriate new and
dominant forms in ways empathetic to them, rather than mimetic of the dominant western
forms. Globalisation in the social and cultural context is a dialectic relation that involves
translation, mutation and adaptation, producing forms that embody traits, from the local
as well as the transnational, which cannot be categorically attributed to a given, pure and
dominant formation (Appadurai 1990; Garcia Calclini 1995; Bhabha 1994; Robins 199 I).

358

The .lives and practices of the cultural actors in this thesis demonstrate what emerges out
of such globalised encounters as transnational ism.

To consider the effects of globalisation on transnational Nigerian family formations, I
shall tum to the notion of 'vernacular cosmopolitanism' or 'a right to difference in
equality', as opposed to 'global cosmopolitanism' (Bhabha 1994), which resonates with
arguments in favour of a hegemonic order that prevails over everything else. Vernacular
cosmopolitanism measures global progress from the perspective of the so-called other,
the symbolic and real underdogs in the transnational exchange. This viewpoint allows for
a consideration of the position of such actors as postcolonial subjects, refugees, illegal
migrants and all those on the margins of Irish society whose lives and actions are part of
the interconnectedness implicit in the concept of globalisation. In looking at social and
cultural formations in this way - that is, from below - the strength of agency that these
cultural actors exert in furthering the emergence of new forms of everyday life and
practice becomes apparent. In many cases, these processes demonstrate resistance and
assertion; spaces, objects, ideas and circumstances are re-appropriated and given different
forms and meanings; 'hybridity' (Bhabha 1994; Garcia Canclini 1995; Nederveen
Pieterse 1995) is the result. Commenting on the work of the artist Renee Green, Bhabha
uses a metaphor that most aptly describes cultural hybridity:
The stairwell as a liminal space, in-between the designations of identity becomes
the process of symbolic interaction, the connective tissue that constructs the
difference between upper and lower, black and white. The hither and thither of the
stairwell, the temporal movement and passage that it allows, prevents identities at
either end of it from settling into primordial polarities. This interstitial passage
between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that
entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy (1994: 4).
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FQr Bhabha, the hybrid exists in the interstitial and in-between spaces and practice that
eVQlve in the relations between centre and periphery, between them and us and between
here and there (fixed identifications). It develops from resistance to and questioning of
dominant discourses, or even from some cultural intemalisation of newness that interacts
with our subjectivities, emerging as neither new nor old, transnational nor local. These
altemati ve modalities are evident in both Nwannedinamba and the lives of social actors
involved in this study.

Nwannedinamba, the community group discussed in chapter tWQ, develQped Qut of the

contingencies of its transnational context, but was, at the same time, predicated on
traditional Igbo notions of communality. It is an interstitial space that evolved from a
coming to terms with the embodied difference of its members and the opposing structures
of the Irish transnational context, a site of familial solidarity and identity construction
where its mainly Igbo members can remember and make connections and alliances with
their original homeland. By its very nature, it gives impetus to the transformation of both
the conditions of 'exile' and the traditional notions of communality; gender dynamics
within Igbo families and society are negotiated and welfare structures, kinship and
cultural identity are developed and contested.

Similarly, the lives of the Nigerian families discussed in chapters three and four, already
redefined by the local and ongoing processes of Nigerian postcolonial modernity, open
up to new forms through engagement with the challenges of transnational migration. In
most cases we witness the fluid articulation of citizenship and domestic and class position
between their lives in Nigeria and in Ireland. On the one hand, many of these families
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leave jobs, businesses, homes, social networks and the associated social recognition they
recel ve in Nigeria to come to Ireland, where they are categorised as immigrants or
asylum seekers and their race, skin colour, nationality, intonation and academic
qualifications become attributes that require constant negotiation in various contexts. On
the other hand, labour migrants such as Okonkwo and Chika draw on the economic
mobility offered in Ireland to fulfil their social and communal responsibilities in Nigeria,
which in tum defines their social status in their respective communities there.

The transnational location of the families also enables a conscIOus rejection and/or
regulation of the pressures of the extended family, while the absence of traditional
support systems lead to the deployment of alternative systems of familial assistance,
childcare and socialisation. The processes through which the individual families
facilitated their move to Ireland are gendered in nature. In the case of those who arrived
as labour migrants, the male spouses were particularly instrumental to their migration.
This is not to say that Nigerian labour migrants to Ireland are mainly men; female doctors
and nurses also come to work in Ireland and later bring their families to join them.
Among the families who arrived as asylum seekers, women predominated as central to
the process of migration, in many cases having their young children with them from the
outset.

However, whether by Okonkwo's move to Ireland in search of work or through the
utilisation of the Irish asylum process that characterised the migration of Ada and Deola,
the traditional conceptions of family life were fractured, leaving family members on both
sides of the transnational migratory divide. This dislocation gave rise to inventive
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strategies of family reunification, including telephone communication, teleconferencing
and both legal and unorthodox strategies of geographical reunion.

In lhe Direct Provision Centre, an embodiment of part of the state's strategic control and
regulation of immigration into Ireland, an entirely 'alien' form of family life emerged.
The 'exit' upon which Nigerian families who lived in Direct Provision predicated their
decision to come to Ireland did not appear 'necessary' in terms of the conditions laid
down by the state for the granting of asylum, resulting in the 'alien environment' that
such families claimed to inhabit. Yet in resisting this regimented way of living, they
deployed inventive strategies of communality and social life, food preparation, economic
reproduction and childcare and faith systems. The Direct Provision Centre, as a site of
Nigerian family life, constituted a dramatic, though transient, change for those who lived
there; it is the interstice" where Nigerian familial agency meets the state's apparatus for
the control of immigration, resulting in hybrid forms of everyday Nigerian family life.

The voices of female spouses and subjects pervade this study. This is not only because of
the gendered nature of Nigerian family migration to Ireland or because, by accident or
design, my research contacts were mainly women. Their stories question specific
dominant structures within family relations in Nigeria. They talk about the
'inconvenience' of the extended family, 'security' for their children and family,
'protection' for their marriages and disproportion in terms of hierarchies of power and
responsibility within their homes. They also speak of particular prejudicial perceptions of
women in Nigerian society, as well as economic empowerment or the lack of it. Though
many of these woman sacrificed the advantages offered by citizenship and residence in
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Nigeria, in addition to the social status and recognition their families received there and
the familial unity and existing support structures, they were vocal about the positive
effects of their transnational lives in Ireland.

The nature of the empowerment these women felt is apparent throughout the narratives in
this study. In Ireland, familial roles and responsibilities were redistributed. By being
agents in the migration of their families - through, for example, the strategic utilisation of
familial rites, such as childbirth - the dynamics of power and status changed and they
were able to utilise this favourable shift in social and domestic positioning in their
everyday lives. The potential for economic independence through employment or social
welfare support reduced the income disparity between male and female spouses. Such
developments offered Nigerian women a sense of control and empowerment.

Contrary to the assertion of Michael McDowell, the former Irish Minister of Justice, that
families like these are attracted to Ireland by its 'generous' social welfare system, the
women in this study demonstrated a determination to work and aspirations toward higher
professional accomplishments, prospects open to them in Ireland. In addition to these
opportunities, the distance from the extended family placed them and their immediate
families at the centre of their concerns, offering, in their view, greater stability for their
mamages.

These manifestations of transnational Nigerian family lives constitute the hybrid of which
Bhabha (1994) speaks. Neither representative of a traditional way of life within Nigeria
nor a mimesis of western or Irish forms, they bring to life the real and philosophical
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interstitial space in a relation between these familial subjects and social and political
structures in both contemporary Nigeria and their Irish transnational location. However,
this study, like the family photographs through which the lives of Nigerian families in
Ireland have been articulated, constitutes only a snapshot of a moment in time, for the
presence of Nigerian families in Ireland is still an unfolding process, responding to the
dictates of social, political and cultural structures in both countries.

The Familial Living Archive

Throughout this study, I have relied on domestic photographic archives of Nigerian
families for eliciting the ethnographic narratives upon which the analysis presented here
is based, while the formal attributes of these objects have been relevant to my
discussions. I would like to call this familial repository 'the living archive'. 1 In using the
term 'familial', [ acknowledge the domestic nature of its residence and the Nigerian
migrant families in whose custody it resides. By using the term 'living archive', its
inherent connections to remembering and reflection as well as the intricacies of
negotiating access into such intimate and private spheres are recognised. Such a term also
accounts for how meaning is generated through the objects, the events they recall and the
politics of access and representation they elicit. However, the possible distinction
between the notion of the living archive and the archive as traditionally conceived
requires further elaboration.

[n a lecture given in [994 and a subsequent book titled Archive Fever, Derrida (1995)
problematises, through a reflection on Freud and his work, the traditional archive and its
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association with the structures of power, with the desire for beginnings and the
relationship with memory. First, he conducts a historical analysis of the word 'archive',
showing that its Greek source, arkhe, recalls both 'commencement' or beginning and
'commandment' or law. The arkhe co-ordinates both 'ontological' and 'nomological'
principles, in which the former connotes the 'there' where things commenced, such as the
historical or the physical, and the latter the 'there' where commands are issued, 'where
authority and social order are exercised' (1995: 1) The Greek word arkheion signifies a
house or domicile, the residence of the archon or superior magistrate who laid down the
law. The archive is thus constituted as custodian and a domicile or house, both of which
must be implicated in institutional power. Derrida writes:
To be guarded thus, in the jurisdiction of this speaking the law [his emphasis],
they need at once a guardian and a localisation. Even in their guardianship or their
hermeneutic tradition, the archives could do neither without substrate nor without
residence. It is thus in the domiciliation, in this house arrest, that archives take
place. The dwelling, this place where they dwell permanently marks this
institutional passage from the private to the public, which does not always mean
from the secret to the non-secret (1995: 2-3).
The inextricable relationship of the arkhe with place and law, this 'topo-nomology',
includes for Derrida another dimension: 'consignation' or 'gathering together'. Here the
archive aspires to institute a single corpus, a synchrony in which all the elements of what
is archived articulate the unity of an ideal configuration. Foucault further discusses this
particular quality of the archive in the The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969);
'consignation' relates to his notion that the archive 'establishes statements as events and
things', an active and controlling system of pronouncement that gives statements weight
and semblance of historical events. It is this very process that concerns and troubles
Derrida, in which the institutional passage of what is archived from the private to the
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public domain does violence to the archive itself, effacing and recontextualising it in the
metaphoric dwelling of the archon whose job it is to translate it as law. For Derrida, the
order to which the archive in its institutional context aspires is an 'order which cannot be
assured, the construction is unstable', and through an unpacking of Freud and his work he
argues that the project of classification which the archive embarks upon is the particular
thing which it resists and which distances it from memory and history:
[T]he archive, as printing, writing prosthesis, or hypomnesic technique in general
is not only the place for stocking and for conserving an archivable content of the
past ... No, the technical structure of the archive also determines the structure of
the archivable content in its very coming into existence and in its relationship to
the future. The archivization produces as much as it records the event [my
emphasis] (1995: 16-17)
The passage into the public domain as a museum of the house where the exiled Freud
lived, along with the archivisation of his works and letters into a specific construction of
sense and classification, elucidates what Derrida calls the 'archontic principle'. The
archive, situated within a specific context of place and law and organised in a given
order, suffocates memory and places limits on the efficacy of the historical projects based
on it. Derrida asks how Freud's own writings can be read and classified. In which
categories do several fragments of his life's work belong? How does the institutional
archive account for his resistance to the 'archivic' desire? For, as Derrida writes:
[T]he archive, if this word is to be stabilised so as to take on a signification, will
never be either memory or anamnesis as spontaneous, alive and internal
experience. On the contrary: the archive takes place at the place of originary and
structural breakdown of the said memory.
There is no archive without a place of consignation, without a technique of
repetition, and without a certain exteriority. No archive without outside [his
emphasis] (ibid.: II)
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Deploying Derrida's formulation, the apparent disconnection between the archive and
memory can be established. The archive is a system of statements, ordered through
external interventions; its consignation takes into account specific exteriorities such as
political expediency, historical revisionism and ethical implications. In its nomological
dimension, the Nigerian migrant family subject can be said to be an object of this archivic
desire on the part of the state, which has no association with the personal and intimate
processes of memory or anamnesis. The commencement of the process of archivisation
takes place at the embassies where visas are issued, or the border posts where appeals to
enter are made and fingerprints and photographs taken. This continues through several
processes of official documentation across government institutions and in databases that
are at times shared by other countries. The exteriority of this specific archive of the
'other' is predicated on the need for control and surveillance.

I would argue that the arkheion is thus the Nigerian home or community group which the
participants inhabit, while the archon is a spouse or the leader of a group, with whom I
must negotiate the terms on which I engage with their private archive, thus making public
what is private. When Derrida speaks of the law, the institution and the nomological, he
speaks not only of the institutions of the state, but also of families or community
associations in whose particular archives there exists the' archontic principle.'

I shall call the institutional archive with which Derrida and other theorists of the archive
(Steedman 2002; Hamilton 2002; Combe 1994; Thomas 1990) concern themselves the
archive of death or absence. As a museum, Freud's house, which, together with its
contents, is the object of Derrida's critique, belongs to the dead, because arguably the
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house and it contents offer us not a direct relation to Freud's own voice and presence, but
rather an indirect one, open to a range of interpretations. It is death and absence that
suffocate memory and anamnesis in favour of history, confining the archive to what
Derrida calls 'consignation' or classification into a meaningful whole. According to
Steedman (2002), the archive (of death and absence) is the home of the historian, where
s/he encounters a fever, not in the form of desire for beginnings, as in Derrida's Archive
Fever, but as dust; the dust is therefore of the archive, of death and absence. It is there
that the historian must sift through classifications of accounts and remnants of the dead
and of the absent in order to reach a coherent and linear account. It is there, in the
goverrunent department databases and reports (population commissions, the Office of the
Refugees' Applications Commission and the immigration arm of Ireland's justice
department, for example), that we find the statistics of migrant subjects upon which
policy is based and from which we inform our scholarly pursuits. The subjects
represented in these archives, dispossessed of their humanity, are reduced to figures,
charts and numbers. This is the distinction between history and reminiscence: 'the
archive takes place at the place of originary and structural breakdown of the said
memory' (Derrida 1994: II).

A different archive needs to be accessed for memory to become an object, for an account
of the real and the present to be extracted, and for cultural meaning to be derived through
dialogue with contemporary social and cultural actors. The archive through which I have
elicited the narrativisation of Nigerian families' everyday lives is arguably an archive of
the living (and perhaps of the dead too), created by subjects who maintain a private and
intimate relationship with it and who are complicit in the articulation of their histories
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through it. One could argue that this is an archive of presence as well as of the present, in
othe words, a 'li ving archive'.

I would argue that the 'living archive' only exists prior to its transfer from the private to
the public. The arkheion of the 'living archive' is always guarded, secluded and
domestic. It is a sensitive and at times a sentimental field; it presupposes the outsider as
'other' and, like an invitation to friendship or to dinner in one's home, gives itself
willingly only to the deserving. The 'living archive' thus denotes a private field of
enunciation, where memory and remembering can be both objects and cultural practice. It
is in particular the nature of reminiscence that attracts me to this archival formation,
hoping to derive cultural meaning from those associated personal processes of
remembering and narrativisation that lead to the formation of a living archive. However, I
would argue that it is also at this juncture, when in the course of my ethnographic
fieldwork I initiate such remembering, that the transition from the private to the public
begins to take place and the' living archive', acquiring an openness that enables it to enter
into an active, dialogic relation to questions of context, ethics and purpose, passes from
the private to the public domain and therefore ceases to exist.

Engaging with a 'living archive' posed the greatest obstacle to this study. Negotiating
with many of the social actors became more difficult when they learned that their images
would be involved, that I wished to invade their familial archives and arguably violate
their privacy. They were prepared to speak to me, even to discuss their lives while being
recorded, but they were not able to part with visual projections of their lives that they
could not censor and as a result several of the contacts that I had hoped to work with
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distanced themselves from the project. The living archive is therefore a responsive
archive, but what was it that they were responding to? It was not so much to the invasion
of privacy, but rather to the structures of power in the state they inhabited, a response that
echoes Derrida's metaphor that there is no archive without 'exteriority'.

All my social actors were immigrants to Ireland; the majority had entered the country
without the required documents, had violated the conditions of their admission or had
claimed asylum. Such histories can be masked before a camera or an interviewer if the
social actor so wishes, but the family photographic archive bears indelible (if I may take
the liberty to exaggerate) witness to them, especially within an institution where constant
surveillance is maintained 2 It is the possible consequence of revealing what Barthes
(1981) calls the 'that-has-been' that terrifies the custodian of the living archive and
persuades him or her into negotiating terms or distancing themselves from such a
revelation completely. For Barthes, the object of the living archive - the family
photograph for example - is the 'photographic referent which is not the optionally real
thing to which an image or sign refers but the necessarily real thing which has been
placed before the lens, without which there would be no photograph' (I981: 76). This is
evidence, persuasive and private, and as such must be guarded in any transition from the
private to the public. As Derrida argues, the archive, including the 'living archive', is
implicated in structures of authority, which, as is evident in this study, suggests an active
dialogue between the powers and codes of the domestic institution, the state and the
researcher.

370

The implication of this argument is that the living archive, situated in the context of the
migration of so-called 'others' from the global south to the north, 'brings insides outside,
unearthing

knowledge,

and

revealing

mystery'

(Taussig

1999:

3).

it

offers

'enlightenment' on the nature of the Nigerian family migrant experience, both in the
literal sense of what it formally reveals and in the symbolic context of what it attempts to
shield from the public gaze.

Memory and Lived Experiences on Display

Dialogue with the living archive led to the ethnographically and artistically strategic
decisions of defacement discussed in chapter one and evident throughout chapters three
and four. The study's procedural trajectory as an art project began from my first
encounters with these photographs, when I discovered in them a means of articulating the
everyday life of Nigerian families. I had, however, to reckon with the sensitive status, in
its transnational context of the living archive, negotiating access to it and establishing the
terms upon which it could be rendered public and deployed in my intertextual reading,
interpretation and representation of Nigerian family life in Ireland. However, this
collection of masked and defaced images is amenable to alternative contexts and spaces
for its re-presentation. My experience of the social, political and cultural dimensions of
the everyday lives of these immigrant families also opens up to the possibility of a
multidimensional and multi-mediated representation addressing even broader debates on
migration and transnational ism.
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There are several thematic formats in which an exhibition installation based on such
material could be realised and these will be explored in future. However, I am
particularly interested in the relationship between the living or domestic archive and
private and public memory. Every photograph in the albums of the Nigerian families is
considered a memorial to a moment in their lives, yet in this project an act of violence has
been perpetrated on these private objects of memory through my deliberate and ethically
motivated act of defacement. The photographs are stripped of some of the subtleties of
family life that they originally codified, while also being removed from private
residences and laid bare to the public gaze. Arguably, subjecting private and familial
images to such a process inflicted some form of death. Does not the transfer of the living
archive from the private to the public inflict on it also some form of death? However, in
death, the images enter into an active dialogue with various contexts and open up to
interpretations and critiques of the lives of their custodian. Thus, the idea of a memorial
that presents to the public imagination the lived experiences rendered to me over the
years by the Nigerian actors in this study is timely and symbolically appropriate.

Writing on the significance of miniature sculptures made by detainees at Khiam prison in
southern Lebanon,3 Coombes (2002) illustrates how traumatic experiences can lead to the
production of objects that reflect upon such encounters, suggesting:
[T]he extraordinary miniaturised objects that the detainees had manufactured
were in some measure a means of countering the destructive effects of detention
both by marking time (productive time) in a context designed to eradicate it and
by witnessing not the terrible conditions under which they were made but their
makers' ability to transcend such conditions against all odds ... the objects they
made became an embodiment of nostalgia for misplaced lives, but also and
crucially they became an embodiment of nostalgia for a life productively - of an
'other' existence (Coombes 2003: 9)
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This argument can be taken further; in addition to the miniature objects' significance in
the context of the oppressive environment in which they were created, they survived to
become embodiments of collective and personal memory and memorials of that
environment. They assume their status as a memorial at the moment of transition and
reconciliation with the past, when they 'inform changing definitions of 'community' and
'nation' during periods of political and [social] transition' (ibid.: I).

The memorialisation of public and collective experience at junctures of transition is
evident in the politics of post-apartheid memory in South Africa and its visual
manifestations (Coombes 2003). Its materialisation includes the contestation of structures
of the colonial and apartheid eras (museums, public buildings, monuments, street names,
cemeteries and prisons) and the construction of new ones. Bremner (2007), in a critique
of the apartheid museum in Johannesburg, illustrates the strategic preservation and
insertion of the public memory of apartheid within the fabrics of the post-apartheid city
and in the public imagination. Emerging out of a moment of transition and 'nationbuilding', the museum serves as 'a container of memory, both individual and collective,
standing in for historical practices known as apartheid, excavating the apartheid
consciousness, and subjecting it to an exhibitionary gaze' (ibid.: 85). But it is the formal
attributes of the museum that are most evocative of this collective remembering. Its
exterior and internal structure, layout, contents and the experiences mediated through
them transpose the visitor into the stifling and oppressive atmosphere that apartheid
invokes in the imagination of South African people who lived through that period. Yet
the museum exists not only as memorial for remembering and reconciliation with the
past, it is also commodified and offered as a spectacle, for it is through being presented in
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this way that 'monuments are animated and reanimated' (Coombes, 2003: 12). It is
through the 'perfonnance' enacted in the moments of interaction with a viewer's gaze
and response that 'significance is consequently and constantly being reinvented but
always and necessarily in dialogue with the past' (ibid.). Places and townships, part of an
urban geography that was constructed by the colonial and apartheid establishments to
fortify difference, become part of the public narrative of the past. Though these sites are
under significant transfonnation due to the political, economic and social dynamics of the
present, they are memorialised in order to be offered as a spectacle to the touristic gaze, a
process through which the public narrative and memory of apartheid is rendered
significant in the public consciousness (Witz 2007).

My instantiation of the construction of memorials in post-apartheid South Africa does not
seek to trivialise the experience of apartheid by equating the Nigerian family experience
in Ireland with its oppression and inhumanity. Rather it is the fonn of the memorials that
is of interest, the way in which they articulate and embody. the experience of apartheid at
the fonnalistic and experiential level. In seeking to enact a memorial to the experience of
Nigerian migrant families in Ireland in their ongoing moments of sociopolitical transition,
the tangible attributes of marginality, transience, anonymity, secrecy and transnational
domestic life, which I encountered in my relationship with them as a researcher, need to
be considered.
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Installation: Family Frames

Figure 5.1: Anaele lroh. 'Family Frames.' 2008. Mixed Media Installation. Variable Dimensions.
Daniels Arts Centre, Bard College at Simons Rock.
My installation 'Family Frames' is a materialisation of such a memorial, a setting in
which I physically restage my experience of spaces and life as lived, opening them up to
a multi-sensorial engagement and public interpretation. The viewer is invited into these
symbolic fields, wherein they can gaze and reflect upon, 'animating' fragments
symbolising the lived experiences of Nigerian and arguably other migrant families in
Ireland that forms part of both Nigerian and Irish modernity.

'Family Frames,' depicted in figure 5.1 includes a rectangular room decorated with
wallpaper that has a black background colour and adorned in shades of white floral
motifs. A dining table surrounded by a set of dining chairs are located in the middle of
the room. Hanging on the walls are defaced versions of family photographs taken from
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the albums of the Nigerian families who participated in my research. Beside each
photograph is a textual comment attributed to it by its Nigerian migrant family owner,
whose pseudonym also accompanies the text. A looping cacophony of sounds of children
chatting, the television blaring in the background, doors closing and opening and the
intermittent call, instructions and discussions are evident in the background. These
various component parts of the installation are devices through which I articulate
different strands of the lived experience of Nigerian family migration that I encountered
during my study and I will discuss these various parts individually.

I begin with the images hanging on the wall. In chapter one as well as in my discussion of
the living archive, I explored the conditions that necessitated the ethical and aesthetic act
of defacement, which I performed on the family photographs seen throughout this study.
I further articulated the artistic technique through which such image manipulation is
realised. This has been by far the most demanding and time consuming aspect of the
installation, necessitating long periods to create the drawings that mask the faces in the
photographs, and considerable time to reconstruct the individual family photographs.
Akin to the lives of the families they signify, most of the images still remain materially
under construction, in the process of becoming, as I continue to return to perform further
work on them.

In the previous chapters, the images mediate my discussion of the ethnographic data and
analysis. Similarly, in the installation, the images, along with the narratives from the
social actors who own them and who narrated their lives through them, mediate their
lived experiences to the viewer. In the installation, I tried to recover the domestic
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Figure 5.2: Detail I of' Family Frames.'
materiality of the images by inserting them into family photograph frames whose
dimensions and arrangement are approximate to the ones found in the homes where I
conducted my study. By so doing, I place the images in a public, formal art exhibition
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context without completely stripping them of their domestic origins. In the installation,
these images are liberated from the confines of my own analysis, putting them in a
dialogue with the viewer whose interpretation must originate from the intimate encounter
of entering my

abstractio~

of these migrant families' domestic space and looking closely

at lh ese images.

How is this visual abstraction of migrant domestic space realised? To arrive at the form
of this site, I considered the feeling of insecurity that led to the formation of ethnically
configured, communal welfare organisations such as Nwannedinamba. I also considered
the material conditions of domestic life in the Direct Provision Centre, the absence of
family members and extended family support among other predicaments that
characterised the lives of the families described in this work. It is the consideration of
these issues that led me to impose on the space the black background of the wallpaper.
For me, what the chemistry of black does to enclosed space is to constrict and stifle it,
subduing any luminosity and making it hotter than comfort might demand. To render an
interior space in this way is to divorce it of its homeliness. In this sense I attempt to
evoke an unsettling and uncanny image of home, in the Freudian sense, where it is a
place and lived experience so familiar yet troubling 4 What is troubling are the anxieties,
condition of limbo, transience, absence, nostalgia, defeat and disillusionment that is part
of the experience of migration illustrated by these families encounter in Ireland.
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Figure 5.3: Detail 2 of 'Family Frames.'
Yet, this vision of trauma is juxtaposed with the aspirations of familial intimacy, social
and economic security that the families discussed in this study achieve through migration.
For me such silver linings are symbolised in the ornamental motifs in the wallpaper
where the dark background accentuates the lighter motifs superimposed on it. This
paradoxical connection is evident in the way the unpleasant experience of Direct
Provision, for example, acts as a passage to attaining the privileges of transnational
citizenship. Bunmi encapsulates this dynamic in her photograph where she poses inside
the Direct Provision for a photograph (Figure: 4.18) to celebrate the site of her
marginalisation in anticipation of the transition to the life that she aspires to in the regular
society outside the Centre. In the contrasting symbols embedded in the wall paper, I find
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a metaphor for the desires and aspirations that necessitate migration, the restrictions that
regulate it, and the successes whose circulation perpetuate it.

Figure 5.4: Detail 3 of 'Family Frames.'

All the furniture in the installation is painted a shade of white, removing whatever detail
encoded in both its previous usage as well as the grains of the wood from which it was
made. I deliberately stripped the furnitu.re of these properties in order to reduce it to the
simplest of fonn, which I organised into an anonymous iconography of the familial and
domestic. It is at the table, the very site in which familial rituals of eating, talking and
fostering familial unity take place that the reconfiguration of the family contingent on
migration is most marked. It is here that the absence of members or their discontinuous
presence is inscribed. It is for this reason that I find in the dining room furniture a
tangible icon through which to visually articulate the very conditions of transience and
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incompleteness that is part of the expenence of the migrant families that I have
encountered throughout this study. It is also in the dining furniture that I found and
embedded what is most striking and symptomatic of Nigerian migration to Ireland,
namely, the centrality of family.

The space of this memorial, on entry, is devoid of human presence beyond the
symbolised. While a memorial is often associated with death, what I memorialise in this
context is a lived experience that is by necessity, ongoing. Consequently, I have included
the sounds of people and homes, sounds that I had become accustomed to in my
numerous visits to Nigerian family homes in Ireland during the course of my research. In
the installation, the device from which the sound is played is hidden, resulting in a surreal
quality of an acoustic presence of children, adults and the material objects of their
everyday lives. Taken together, these fragmented and visually symbolic narratives
become embodiments of collective and personal memory of a contemporary experience
of Nigerian family migration into Ireland.
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Nlltes

I

The tenn 'living archive' has also been used in a different context in The Living Archive

Parers, pan of a project organised by the African and Asian Visual Anists' Archive (AA VAA)
and published in the Spring 200 I issue of the journal Third Text. This particular project argued
for the establishment ofa continuous and inclusive archivisation of works by African and Asian
artists in Britain - a diasporic presence previously excluded from museum collections and artistic

history in the host country. In his contribution to this collection of papers, Hall suggests that this
particular archive represents a 'discursive formation', instantiated in 'the beginning of a new

stage of self-consciousness, of self-reflexivity in an anistic movement' (2001: 89). The
commencement of this self-consciousness in the form of Derrida 's 'archivic desire', with its
counter-hegemonic stance, perhaps also outlines the tradition of systematic enunciation,

consignation and structured ordering identified in both Foucault's and Derrida's formulations of
the archive.
2

When I use the tenn surveillance, I refer to the continuous documentation of migrant subjects,

from their point of entry to their eventual acquisition of citizenship in their host countries. These
pro<esses were intensified following the events of9/1 I and the issues of national security that
they raised, resulting in such invasive modes of documentation as biometric data collection.
These developments have affected the way in which immigrants conduct themselves and how
they respond to researchers.
3

Khiam prison was a detention and interrogation camp during the Israeli occupation of southern

Lebanon between 1985 to 2000.
4

For Freud's discussion of the uncanny, see, Freud (2003)
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